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 This study‟s purpose was to examine the acquisition and use of BE, DO, and modal 
auxiliaries by African American English (AAE)-speaking children.  The impetus for this work 
was the lack of information regarding the developmental trajectory of these auxiliary types and 
their use, in AAE relative to what is known about auxiliary acquisition and use in Mainstream 
American English (MAE).  The study used two datasets of language samples:  one that contained 
48 language samples from 3 ½-year-old children and one that contained 36 longitudinal language 
samples of five children who were between 18 and 51 months of age.   
 Results from Dataset 1 indicated that young AAE-speaking children‟s auxiliary systems 
contain BE, DO, and modal contexts.  Overt marking of auxiliaries within these contexts was 
related to type of auxiliary and the children‟s dialect densities.  Of the three auxiliary types, overt 
marking was most variable for BE followed by DO, and least variable for modals.  Overt 
marking of BE was influenced by succeeding verbal element and grammatical type of BE form.  
Overt marking of both BE and DO was influenced by syntactic construction.  In contrast, overt 
marking of modals was high in all contexts.   
Results from Dataset 2 revealed that initial production of auxiliary contexts occurred 
between 19 and 24 months.  For BE, DO, and modals, the range of forms produced was initially 
restricted but expanded as the children aged.  Percentage of overt marking did not increase by 
age.  Instead, overt marking was variable across the developmental period for BE and DO, but 
high in all contexts for modals.  Also, from very young ages, the overt marking of BE and DO 





 Together the findings indicate that young AAE-speaking children‟s use of BE, DO, and 
modals is consistent with what has been documented for adult AAE in the amount and nature of 
their overt marking; however, the children‟s dialect density influenced the degree to which the 
children‟s use of BE, DO, and modals aligned with the adult AAE literature.  Nevertheless, 
AAE-speaking children‟s BE, DO, and modals emerged at the same ages and in the same general 










CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 
Child language research on African American English (AAE) is still a relatively 
unexplored area relative to the research on speakers of Mainstream American English (MAE), 
which exploded in the 1960s.  One reason for the limited research is that African American 
children historically were excluded from studies because they used linguistic patterns that 
differed from MAE (Stockman, 2007).  Bloom (1992, as cited in Stockman, 2007) stated that the 
language patterns of children who were speakers of nonmainstream dialects, such as AAE, were 
traditionally viewed as a confound in the data or as “noise” in it.  Consequently, the amount of 
available knowledge on the language acquisition of AAE-speaking children continues to lag 
behind that of MAE-speaking children.   
In this dissertation, I set out to contribute to the literature base of child AAE by exploring 
the emergence of the verbal auxiliary system, a linguistic system that is central to the English 
language.  The auxiliary verb system was chosen as the variable of interest because of the 
various linguistic properties that are related to it including the marking of tense and agreement 
within utterances, the production of syntactic structures such as negation, inversion, and ellipsis, 
and interpretation of modalities such as possibility or necessity (Hadley, 1993; Quirk, 
Greenbaum, Leech & Svartvik, 1985; Radford, 1997).  Currently, little is known about the 
earliest uses of auxiliaries among young children who are developing AAE.  This sort of 
evidence is needed to map a developmental trajectory of the child-to-adult AAE grammar.  
Without such studies, the picture of language development in AAE-speaking children is 





To examine children‟s acquisition of auxiliaries, two datasets of spontaneous language 
samples were used to address questions of emergence and use of auxiliaries BE, DO, and 
modals
1
.  The first dataset consists of language samples of 48 3 ½-year-olds, and the second 
dataset consists of longitudinal language samples of five AAE-speaking children between the 
ages of 18 and 51 months.  Before describing the specific details of my analyses and the 
literature that supports them, I briefly discuss the history of child AAE research to provide a 
context that illustrates the importance of the work. 
 One of the hallmark legal cases of the late 1970s was the Martin Luther King Junior 
Elementary School Children, et al. versus the Ann Arbor School District Board (Civil Action No. 
7-71861) case.  The King case was a legal suit that was filed on behalf of eleven African 
American children alleging that they spoke a home or community dialect that prevented their 
equal participation within the school setting.  Moreover, the suit argued that the district‟s school 
board did nothing to overcome this barrier.  The presiding judge over this case, Charles W. 
Joiner, ruled in favor of the plaintiffs concluding that the school board had failed to take steps to 
help teachers understand and accommodate the children‟s language differences.   As part of 
Joiner‟s written memorandum opinion and order, he estimated that as many as 80% of African 
Americans were speakers of AAE (Joiner, 1981).  Whether or not this estimate was accurate, it 
spoke to the need for a thorough understanding of the linguistic system of AAE, a dialect spoken 
by many of America‟s school-age children.   
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 Throughout this dissertation, capital letters are used to refer to an auxiliary verb regardless of its inflection (e.g., 
DO refers to do, does, did, ect.).  When undercase, italicized letters are used (e.g., can), it refers solely to the 





 The King ruling generated public awareness and interest in African American children 
and AAE, and this awareness helped stimulate early research on children‟s use of AAE.  The 
general goal of these early works was to create language norms for AAE-speaking children to 
improve language assessment, intervention and education.  Among these was the research 
program of Stockman and Vaughn-Cooke which began in the early 1980s.  The aim of their 
initial studies was to investigate the grammar (i.e., forms) of young, working class African 
American children in relation to meaning by using methods that had been previously used in 
other studies with MAE-speaking children (e.g., Bloom, 1970; Brown, 1973).  These methods 
included collecting and analyzing the children‟s home-based spontaneous language samples.   
 Replication research, such as Stockman and Vaughn-Cooke‟s work, has been described 
as the cornerstone of science (Muma, 1993).  Within the field of speech-language pathology, 
cross-cultural replication studies have become extremely important because they test whether a 
given statement about language prevails despite cultural and linguistic differences (Stockman, 
2007).  In the spirit of these early works, the current study borrows from previous studies 
conducted on MAE.  
 The current study also differs from previous child AAE studies in important ways.  
Specifically, the current study offers an in-depth investigation of the auxiliary system.  Studies 
that focus exclusively on the full range of auxiliary verbs are relatively few in number.  Much of 
our knowledge about auxiliaries comes from investigations into general linguistic development.  
In these studies, auxiliaries have typically been studied along with other linguistic forms that are 
central to the grammar of AAE.  In contrast to these earlier works, the current study involves a 





syntactic contexts:  declaratives, interrogatives, negatives, and ellipsis.  This is the approach of 
language study that is advocated by Green (1994, 2008).  She argues that language studies 
should seek to explore linguistic systems rather than isolated language forms (e.g., was vs. were 
vs. am, etc).    
 As background for this study, five general topics are relevant.  These are presented in the 
next chapter.  First, I discuss properties of the MAE auxiliary system.  Second, I discuss the 
properties of the AAE auxiliary system with a particular focus on the similarities and differences 
between MAE and AAE.  Third, I review literature that focuses on MAE-speaking children‟s 
acquisition of auxiliaries in numerous syntactic constructions.  A review of this literature is 
particularly important as many of the methods from these studies (e.g., criteria of emergence) 
were exploited in the current study.   Fourth, I review studies on the use of auxiliaries by AAE-





CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW 
The Auxiliary System in MAE 
 An auxiliary verb can be defined as a verb that is linked to or combined with a main verb 
(e.g, run, sleep, eat, play) to provide additional information about tense and aspect, or modality, 
or to permit inflection for person and number.  The auxiliary system includes progressive and 
passive forms of BE (is, am, are, was, were, be, being, been), perfective HAVE (has, had, have), 
auxiliary DO (do, does, did) and modal auxiliaries (can, could, will, would, must, may, might, 
shall, should).  In MAE, both similarities and differences exist between auxiliary verbs and main 
verbs.  For instance, auxiliaries and main verbs share the same categorical features; both are 
verbal and non-nominal, however, they differ in regards to functionality.  In this respect, 
auxiliary verbs are classified as functors whereas main verbs are contentives.  Stated differently, 
auxiliaries serve the grammatical function of marking properties such as tense, aspect, voice, 
mood, and modality whereas main verbs provide descriptive content and assign thematic roles to 
arguments (Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech & Svartrik, 1985; Palmer, 1965; Radford, 1997).   
The differences between auxiliary verbs and main verbs become clear when their 
respective syntactic rights and privileges are examined.  For example, whereas a typical main 
verb, such as need, is licensed to take a range of different complements such as Determiner 
Phrases (DP) as in (1a) or infinitive-to complements as in (1b), an auxiliary verb takes a Verb 
Phrase (VP) as its complement as in (1c). 
(1) a.  I need an apple. 
 b.  I need to eat an apple. 





Auxiliary verbs must co-occur with, or be combined with, a main verb in declarative 
constructions and in all other syntactic constructions except elliptical ones.  In elliptical 
constructions, the auxiliary verb can be the lone verb as in (2). 
(2) a.  Who will send the email?  We will.   
 b.  Who can volunteer to stay late tonight?  I can.   
 In addition to declarative and elliptical contexts, auxiliary verbs differ from main verbs in 
at least two other syntactic constructions:  constructions of negation and question.  Negation of 
the auxiliary verb is accomplished by the addition of the particle not following the auxiliary, 
many times in its contracted form.  In modern English, the negative particle does not follow main 
verbs to produce grammatical negative constructions.  Moreover, main verbs are not permitted to 
contract with the particle not for the purposes of producing a negated utterance.  This is 
illustrated in (3). 
(3) a.  Mary is not (isn‟t) eating meat. 
 b.  Mary cannot (can‟t) eat meat. 
 c.  *Mary eats not meat. 
 d.  *Mary eatn‟t meat. 
Finally, differences between auxiliaries and main verbs are evident in question 
constructions.  In such contexts, auxiliaries, but not main verbs, are inverted with grammatical 
subjects to produce questions as in (4). 
(4) a.  Can Mary sew a dress? 
 b.  Is Mary sewing a dress? 





Related to questions are sentence-final tags, or tag questions.  Tag questions are formed by 
repeating the auxiliary from the declarative sentence at the end of the sentence to create a yes-no 
question.  In tag questions, the auxiliary in the tag is positive if its original occurrence in the 
declarative sentence is negative, and the auxiliary in the tag is negative if its original occurrence 
in the declarative sentence is positive.  Also, the subject of the declarative sentence is referred to 
with a pronoun in the sentence-final tag.  In tag questions, only auxiliaries can appear in 
sentence-final tags; main verbs cannot.  Examples are presented in (5). 
(5)   a.  Mary/She isn‟t eating, is she? 
 b.  She can eat, can‟t she? 
c.  *They want some, want they? 
In summary, auxiliaries, and not main verbs, take VPs as their complements, rely on the 
presence of another verb in simple declarative constructions, are retained in VP ellipsis 
constructions, can be followed by not or its contraction to negate an utterance, can be inverted 
with a grammatical subject to produce questions, and can appear as sentence-final tags.  These 
important differences distinguish main verbs from auxiliary verbs. 
In MAE, auxiliaries are typically separated into two classes:  primary auxiliaries and 
secondary, or modal, auxiliaries (Palmer, 1965).  The primary auxiliaries include HAVE, a 
perfective auxiliary (which is not being studied in this dissertation), BE, an 
imperfective/progressive auxiliary, and DO, a dummy auxiliary. The MAE secondary, or modal 
auxiliaries include CAN, WILL, should, shall, may, might and must.  Both primary and 
secondary auxiliaries share the properties that distinguish them from main verbs discussed in the 





tense/aspect, the main property of modals is that they denote the modality of sentences.  In MAE, 
the modality of sentences is usually of three types:  possibility, futurity, and necessity (Radford, 
1997).  Aside from their expression of modality, there are three additional properties of modals 
(Hadley, 1993; Haegeman & Gueron, 1999).  First, modal auxiliaries are inherently tensed, and 
they lack nonfinite forms. Second, modal auxiliaries are not inflected to show subject-verb 
agreement.  Third, in MAE, two or more modals cannot occur within the same sentence.  
Primary auxiliaries and modal auxiliaries, can however, co-occur within the same utterance.  In 
this case, the modal auxiliary must precede the primary auxiliary, as in the sentence, She may be 
graduating this semester.  More generally, the modal is always first in a string of auxiliaries, as 
in, We must have been being followed.   
The use of auxiliary DO is typically referred to as DO-support because the auxiliary DO 
form is used to meet the requirement of tense and subject agreement expression.  As a language-
specific property of English, DO is inserted as a last resort into sentences to serve the function of 
marking tense and agreement in sentences that would otherwise contain no auxiliary.  Thus, DO 
cannot co-occur with modal auxiliaries or auxiliary BE.  With DO support, the finite form of the 
main verb is replaced by its nonfinite form and a form of DO in its appropriate tense is added to 
the sentence.  In this case, the tense-bearing auxiliary DO is always followed by the uninflected 
form of the main verb.   
In MAE, DO is also inserted to form questions and sentence-final tags in sentences which 
would otherwise contain no auxiliary.  This is necessary because in modern English, verb 
movement does not occur with non-auxiliary main verbs.  Thus, for questions, a DO auxiliary 





to create the interrogative context.  The auxiliary DO is often referred to as “dummy” DO 
because it has “no intrinsic semantic content and is only used to satisfy the structural requirement 
that a certain position in a structure be filled” (Radford, 1997, p. 505).  Auxiliary DO can also be 
negated to transform an auxiliary-less declarative into a negative context.  The following 
example (6) illustrates the use of DO-support in an interrogative context, a sentence-final tag, 
and a negative context, respectively. 
(6) a.  Do you know the name of the store around the corner? 
 b.  You don‟t have a pen, do you? 
 c.  I don‟t live in this city. 
The Auxiliary System in AAE
2
 
Perhaps the most complete description of the AAE auxiliary system comes from the work 
of Green (1994, 2002, 2004; see also Labov, 1998, Rickford, 1999).  According to Green, the 
same auxiliary forms that make up primary and modal auxiliaries in MAE make up primary and 
modal auxiliaries in AAE and generally, the syntactic privileges of MAE auxiliaries are shared 
by AAE auxiliaries.  Nevertheless, Green (2002) described six properties of AAE auxiliaries that 
contrast with MAE auxiliaries.  First, as in MAE, in the auxiliary + main verb sequence, tense is 
marked by the auxiliary.  In MAE, auxiliaries such as BE, HAVE, and DO are paired with 
subjects to mark person and number and tense for main verbs.  For example, for singular, second 
person, simple present utterances, the auxiliary are is used, and in singular, third person, simple 
present utterances, the auxiliary is is used.  However, in AAE, a single auxiliary form (which is 
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 AAE shares many properties (e.g., double modals) with other nonmainstream dialects of English such as Southern 






typically the singular is or was) can be used with both singular and plural subjects.  Hence, both 
She is walking to the store and They is walking to the store are felicitous in AAE, whereas the 
latter utterance would be ungrammatical in MAE.   
Second,  AAE auxiliaries can appear in four different phonological forms:  the full form 
(e.g., will, as in Albert will go to the store after work), the contracted form (e.g., ‘ll, as in He’ll 
go to the store after work), the reduced form (e.g., „a, pronounced like “uh,” as in He ‘a go to the 
store after work), and the zero form
3
 (e.g., They Ø going to the store after work) (Green, 2002).  
The latter two forms, reduced and zero, although felicitous in AAE, are not reported to appear in 
MAE.   
For both adult and child data, Green (1994, 2002, 2004, in press) noted that the overt 
production of auxiliaries is only connected to first person singular pronouns (e.g., I’m running to 
the store), third person singular neuter pronouns (e.g., it’s raining outside), past tense (e.g., We 
was running to the store), in emphatic contexts in which it is stressed (e.g., It IS going to rain 
today), in sentence-final position (e.g., Yes she is), and with clitics involving what, it, and that 
(e.g., What’s going on in there?).  In all other contexts, auxiliaries may occur optionally, 
meaning they may or may not be overtly produced.    
A third property of AAE auxiliaries is that in addition to the typical negated auxiliaries of 
MAE, AAE has an additional negator, the auxiliary ain’t (Green, 2002). When ain’t is used like 
an auxiliary, it typically substitutes for negative forms of BE (e.g., She ain’t coming to school 
today) or DO (e.g., She ain’t go to school yesterday).  Green (2002) classified ain’t as different 
from other negated auxiliaries on the basis of two properties.  The first is that unlike typical 
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auxiliaries, ain’t is inherently contracted. However, exactly how it is derived remains unclear.  
Several theories have been proposed but the derivation of ain’t remains unknown (Stevens, 
2003).   Second, ain’t differs from other auxiliaries because it does not have a tense distinction.  
In spite of these differences, ain’t in AAE, can felicitously occur in the same environments as 
other negated auxiliaries, as illustrated in (7). 
(7) a.  Declarative:  She ain‟t coming today. 
 b.  Interrogative:  Ain‟t she coming today? 
 c.  Tag Question:  She is coming today, ain‟t she? 
 d.  Ellipsis:  She coming to school but he ain‟t. 
The fourth property of AAE auxiliaries relates to their use in questions.  Across both 
MAE and AAE dialects, auxiliaries are inverted with the grammatical subject of a sentence to 
produce a question. Unlike MAE, AAE auxiliaries are not obligatory in questions, and when 
produced, they are not required to invert with the grammatical subject (Green, 2002; 2007).  In 
the latter case, the auxiliary either remains in the position after the subject and is accompanied by 
a special question intonation or tense is expressed on the main verb in the absence of the 
auxiliary.  From the examination of the language of three- to five-year-old AAE speakers, Green 
(2007) reported that some questions were produced with subject-verb auxiliary but an 
overwhelming number were produced without auxiliaries or with auxiliaries that were not 
inverted with the grammatical subject.  In a study of the same children used in Green (2007), 
Green, Wyatt and Lopez (2007) found that 52% of wh- questions in their samples had no overtly 





doing that? (p. 105).  They also found that of the questions that contained inverted auxiliary 
structures, just under half of them (49%) contained the contracted form what’s.   
The following examples illustrate question forms that are felicitous in AAE.  In 8a, the 
auxiliary is overtly produced but in 8b, it is not.  In 8c, the auxiliary is produced after the subject 
and the questioning nature of the construction is signaled by a rising intonation.  Finally, in 8d, 
the auxiliary is not produced and instead tense is marked on the main verb.   
(8) a.  Are they eating dinner with us? 
 b.  They eating dinner with us? 
 c.  They are eating dinner with us? 
 d.  What they ate for dinner last night? 
Green also notes that modal auxiliaries and past tense auxiliaries cannot be left out of questions 
but they can appear in a non-inverted position as illustrated in the examples below: 
(9) a.  She can play the piano? 
 b.  You „a call me when you get home? 
 c.  You was calling me? 
The combination of an omitted auxiliary and rising intonation to signal a question is also a 
linguistic strategy used by MAE speakers.  However and importantly, what distinguishes this 
MAE pattern from AAE is its very low rate and restricted use (Green, 2007).    
A fifth property of AAE auxiliaries relates to their use in tag questions.  In both MAE and 
AAE, the auxiliary of the matrix clause is repeated at the end of the sentence to produce a 
question.  When the auxiliary of the matrix clause is affirmative, the auxiliary of the tag is often 





AAE auxiliary form is not obligatory in the declarative clause of the sentence,  although it is 
obligatory in the sentence-final tag as in (10).   
(10) a. We Ø getting a Playstation for Christmas, aren‟t we? 
Like MAE auxiliaries, AAE auxiliaries can also substitute for elided material in VPs. 
However, like the case of tag questions, overt production of the AAE auxiliary is not obligatory 
in the first clause, but it is in the second clause where ellipsis takes place, as in (11). 
(11) a.   Al is not going to the gym today but Brandi is. 
Finally, as in MAE, the main property of AAE modals is that they denote the modality of 
sentences.  Across MAE and AAE, the types of modality (possibility, futurity, and necessity) are 
similar.  The one difference between MAE and AAE is that in AAE, sentences with two modals 
are felicitous but in MAE, they are not.  An example of a double modal AAE sentence is I might 
can come to the party after work which is glossed as I might be able to come to the party after 
work.  Butler (1991) noted that the might forms of double modals (e.g., might could, might 
would, might should, might will, and might can) are most common in AAE but may can, may 
will, may could, may would, and may should are also used.  These across-dialect auxiliary 
similarities and differences are presented in Table 1. 
The works just reviewed provide a detailed description of how the auxiliary system 
operates in AAE.  However, much of this descriptive information on AAE is derived from adults.  
Considering the developmental nature of language, adult data may not be fully representative of 
children‟s linguistic systems.  Also, much of what has been written about AAE has not been 
accompanied by quantitative data.  Thus, there remain important gaps in the literature.  These 





how they develop over time, the frequency at which different AAE options are used by speakers, 
and the degree of variation that exists among speakers.   
Table 1   
 
A Comparison of Auxiliary Properties in MAE and AAE 
 
Auxiliary Property MAE AAE 
 
Tense marking in auxiliary + main 
verb sequence 
 
Auxiliaries agree with number and 
person of subjects.   
 
 
A single auxiliary form (usually is or 
was) is leveled across both plural 
and singular subjects. 
 
Possible phonological Forms 2 forms:  full and contracted 4 forms:  full, contracted, reduced, 
and zero 
 
Relational production Obligatory in all auxiliary contexts. Probabilistic and related to first 
person singular pronouns, third 
person neuter pronouns, past tense, 
emphatic stressed contexts, 
sentence-final position, and with 
clitics involving what, it, and that. 
May optionally occur in first person 
plural, second, and third person 
singular and plural contexts. 
 
Derivation of negated auxiliaries Auxiliaries can be followed by not 
or attached to n’t. 
Auxiliaries can be followed by not 
or attached to n’t. Additional negator 
is  ain’t 
 
Derivation of questions Obligatory inversion of auxiliary 
with grammatical subject of 
sentence. 
Optional inversion (and production) 
of auxiliary with grammatical 
subject of sentence.   
 
Tag questions An auxiliary is obligatory in both the 
matrix clause and tag clause. 
An auxiliary is optional in the matrix 
clause, but is obligatory in the tag 
clause. 
 
Ellipsis An auxiliary is obligatory in both the 
matrix clause and the elliptical 
clause. 
An auxiliary is optional in the matrix 
clause, but is obligatory in the 
elliptical clause. 
 
Modal allowance Only one modal per sentence is 
felicitous. 
Two modals in a sentence are 
felicitous.   
 
These gaps make it difficult to use AAE data to evaluate the adequacy of theoretical 





clinical decision-making.  Thus, answering questions about children‟s acquisition and 
development, frequency of use, and degree of variation will better equip language professionals 
in distinguishing the auxiliary productions of typically developing children from those of 
children with language impairment.   
The Acquisition of Auxiliary Verbs in MAE Speakers 
Since the 1970s, many studies have been conducted on MAE-speaking children‟s use of 
grammatical morphemes, including auxiliaries, in spontaneous language samples.  Many of these 
studies have been conducted to examine children‟s production of auxiliaries as part of the 14 
grammatical morphemes initially identified by Brown (1973). These studies are important to 
review because they help illustrate the work that has been done with MAE-speaking children as 
well as illustrate the types of information that needs to be known about AAE-speaking children.  
Brown‟s original data consisted of longitudinal spontaneous language samples between 
three children, Adam, Eve, and Sarah, their respective mothers and occasionally, other adults.  At 
the start of the study, Eve was 18 months, and Adam and Sarah were 27 months.  Approximately 
two hours of spontaneous language were collected from each child every month.  From these 
samples, the acquisition of 14 grammatical morphemes, including contractible and uncontractible 
auxiliary BE, was determined.  The point of acquisition was defined as the first sample of three 
in which the grammatical morpheme was supplied in at least 90% of obligatory contexts.   The 
data showed that auxiliary production emerged after the children‟s MLU was around 2.25 
(Brown‟s Stage II).  It oscillated between presence and absence in obligatory contexts for 
approximately two years and was still not close to mastery or to being fully acquired (90% 





considerable production variation for inflections of the BE form (e.g., am, is, are) and 
pronominal subjects (e.g., she, I, they).  For instance, he reported that Adam, between MLUs of 
2.75 and 3.50, almost always produced it’s rather than it in obligatory contexts despite his 
varying auxiliary production in other contexts.  
 Two other hallmark studies have provided information on children‟s acquisition of 
auxiliary verbs.  The first study is Richards (1990) in which language samples were used to study 
children‟s auxiliary acquisition.  This study was longitudinal and included seven children from 
Newport, South Wales.  The ages of the children ranged from 1;10 to 2;7 at the beginning of the 
data collection, and samples were collected approximately every three weeks for approximately 
21 months.  Within each language sample, non-imitative auxiliaries were coded for further 
examination.   
Three of his findings are relevant to the current work.  First, auxiliaries were rare at the 
beginning of the study for all children and the range of forms observed was fairly restricted.  
Second, there was a clear increase in auxiliary use over time, although the increment was not 
always linear.  Growth curves suggested that regression was a common pattern for all seven 
participants although some children showed less regression than others.  Across the time span of 
the study, the presence of auxiliaries in contractible contexts was inconsistent, and fluctuations 
between auxiliary presence and absence within an utterance appeared to be random.   
Third, Richards‟ data showed that auxiliary acquisition began with simple constructions 
followed by more syntactically sophisticated constructions.  This finding was substantiated by 
the results of several comparative analyses.  For example, it was shown that omitted obligatory 





affirmative auxiliary forms generally preceded negated forms; auxiliaries typically co-occurred 
with main verbs before they occurred in elliptical constructions; and auxiliaries in declaratives 
generally preceded auxiliaries in inverted questions.  It was shown further that the earliest use of 
auxiliaries tended to be syntactically unananalyzed (e.g., don’t).  This latter finding for auxiliary 
DO is consistent with reports by Brown (1973) and Johnston (1988).   
The second study is Wells (1979) which examined 60 British English-speaking children‟s 
first use of auxiliaries (e.g., progressive and passive BE, DO, HAVE+en, and modals) and 
related forms (e.g., have to, had better, ought).  Ten spontaneous language samples were 
collected for each child at three-month intervals, each recording consisting of 24 90-second 
samples.  Each child was recorded for the first time at 15 months and for the last time at 45 
months.  Results showed that half of the children used DO and HAVE auxiliaries at least once by 
27 months.  Their auxiliary repertoires expanded to include modals and BE by 30 months.  By 42 
months, the percentage of children producing DO, HAVE, BE, and modal auxiliaries increased 
from 50% to 97%.  Moreover, for the majority of the children, three to six months separated the  
time between emergence of auxiliaries (defined as the occurrence of a single form, but exclusive 
of the negative form don’t) and evidence of rule-based auxiliary use (defined as the occurrence 
of five different major forms).     
In addition to these studies, a host of other studies have examined children‟s percentages 
of overt marking in various auxiliary contexts.  One example is deVilliers and de Villiers (1973) 
which examined auxiliaries as part of Brown‟s 14 morphemes.  This study used language 





showed that only four of the 21 children from the study produced contractible auxiliary BE 
forms and none produced auxiliary BE in uncontractible contexts.   
 Lahey, Liebergott, Chesnick, Menyuk, and Adams (1992) also investigated auxiliary BE 
production in a study that examined children‟s use of a subset of Brown‟s morphemes.  They 
observed close to 100 language samples, which were produced by 42 typically developing 
children at 25 (n = 42), 29 (n = 42), and 35 (n = 21) months of age.  The results showed 
children‟s auxiliary production to be more variable at the youngest ages and shortest MLUs and 
less variable at the older ages and longest MLUs.  Considerable variability was still found for 
contractible and uncontractible BE auxiliaries at the oldest ages and longest MLUs.   
 Balason and Dolloghan (2002) studied the grammatical morpheme production of 100 
four-year-olds, 17% of which were African American.  Language samples elicited through 
caregiver-child play were used as data.  For uncontractible auxiliary, none of the children 
produced at least three obligatory contexts, and thus this morpheme was excluded from the 
analysis.  Results for contractible auxiliary showed that the mean percentage of overt marking in 
obligatory contexts was 55 for MLU levels between 2.0 and 2.49 and this increased to 85 for 
MLU levels 3.0 to 3.99.  Mean percentage of use reached 95 at MLU levels at and beyond 4.5.  
Similar to Lahey et al. (1992), substantial individual variation in the children‟s production also 
was noted. However, the African American and Caucasian groups‟ averages were within one SD 
of each other.  This suggests that the variability in the data cannot be explained by the children‟s 
race.   
 Rescorla and Roberts (2002) reported on morpheme use by 21 MAE speakers at ages 





were available for 16 of the 21 children at both ages.  Each sample was coded for the presence or 
absences of grammatical morphemes in obligatory contexts.  Four of these morphemes were 
uncontractible and contractible auxiliary BE, auxiliary DO, and modals can and will.  For each of 
these morphemes, use was only analyzed if at least eight transcripts contained at least four 
obligatory contexts.  This criterion resulted in the exclusion of uncontractible auxiliary BE from 
the analyses.  The results from Rescorla‟s and Roberts are presented in Table 2.  As shown, the 
data for 67% to 88% of the children contributed to the findings of the study (indicated in the 
table under the means).  The data showed increased marking rates as a function of age.  Marking 
rates were above 80% for two of the three auxiliary types at age three (i.e., contractible BE and 
modals) and for all three auxiliary types at age four.  Finally, the data in the table show that for 
both age groups, rate of marking was highest for modals compared to the other two types.   
Table 2 
 
Marking Rates (SD) for Contractible BE, DO and Modal Contexts and Percentage of Participants 
Analyzed per Age Group (Rescorla & Roberts, 2002) 
 
 3-year-olds  
(n = 21) 
4-year-olds 
(n = 16) 













Modals (can, will) .93 (.10) 
76% 
1.00 (.0) 
             88% 
a
Percentages represent the percent of children in each age group who contributed to the data. 
Theory-Driven Studies Within Universal Grammar 
In addition to these empirically-driven studies, in MAE, a few studies of auxiliary 





and X-Bar theory.  Before examining these studies, a brief overview of Universal Grammar and 
X-Bar theory is provided for the reader.  
Universal Grammar  
Within many linguistic models of language acquisition, it is assumed that children, at 
birth, have knowledge of Universal Grammar (UG), or an innate human facility for language.  
Following this theoretical framework, children‟s computational systems of grammar are said to 
have two components:  universal principles and parameters of variation (Chomsky, 1981).  
Universal principles are properties of grammatical operations or structures that hold for all 
human languages and are thought to be computed by the brain as the result of genetically guided 
mechanisms (Wexler, 1998).  In language acquisition, it is this innate endowment of universal 
properties that constrains the complexity and lessens the burden of acquiring language for a 
young child.  Parameters, on the other hand, are dimensions of grammatical variation between 
different languages or different varieties of the same language.  Whereas principles and 
parameters themselves are genetically endowed, parameter settings are attained through learning 
and from experience so that children can easily hone in on the correct parameter settings for their 
language (Wexler, 1998).  In a premise known as the Very-Early-Parameter-Setting (VEPS; 
Wexler, 1994, 1996, 1998, 2003), Wexler has argued that children set parameters at a very young 
age, as early as 18 months (the approximate age of the two-word production stage).   
X-Bar Theory 
X-Bar theory (hereafter referred to as X‟ theory) is a model of syntax that arguably 
identifies universal properties of grammar (Chomsky, 1995).  Within X‟ bar, morphology (e.g., 





case of the current discussion, auxiliaries), are responsible for word order and phrasal movement 
requirements (Rice, Hoffman & Wexler, 2009).  X‟ theory provides a model of the adult 
grammar.  Accordingly, simple matrix clauses contain a Noun Phrase [NP] and a Verb Phrase 
[VP].  When the verb in the clause carries tense and agreement features, an additional projection, 
the Inflectional Phrase [IP], is necessary. [NP], [VP], and [IP] projections are portrayed in Figure 
1. 
X‟ theory outlines the architectural structure of clauses and dictates the base-generation 
and landing sites for all elements of the grammar including auxiliaries for the production of 
negation, questions, declarative and elliptical utterances.  Within this framework, modal 
auxiliaries are said to be base-generated in [I], the head position of the inflection phrase [IP].   
When justifying their base-generated position, modal auxiliaries are often discussed in relation to 
infinitival to.  In the early 1980s, Chomsky suggested that modal auxiliaries and infinitival to 
share similar characteristics.  First, it was noted that infinitival to and an auxiliary such as can 
occupy the same position with the structure of a clause, between the [NP] and the [VP].  Second, 
it was noted that both infinitival to and modal auxiliaries have as their complements, verb or 
[VP]s in their infinitival form. These two points are illustrated below: 
(12)  (a)     I‟m excited that [my best friend can come to my party] 
        (b)     I‟m excited for   [my best friend to   come to my party] 
A final similarity between modal auxiliaries and infinitival to is that they both allow ellipsis of 
their complements, as illustrated below: 
(13)  (a)     I really want to go to the party, but I don‟t know if I can. 
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Figure 1. Structure of Clauses, Base-Generation, and Landing Sites with X-Bar Theory 
 
  
These noted similarities, in addition to the observation that modal auxiliaries and infinitival to 
cannot co-occur in the same phrase, prompted Chomsky (1981; p. 18) to suggest that modal 
auxiliaries and infinitival to are different members of the same category, that of [I].   
 In the production of utterances such as, The boy will eat the fruit, the modal auxiliary will 
is base-generated in [I] and remains in this position.  This is also the case when negative 
constructions are produced as in, The boy will not eat the fruit.  The modal auxiliary remains in 





The position of [I] is also the insertion site for auxiliary DO.  As previously discussed, 
auxiliary DO is a language-specific property of English and is inserted into auxiliary-less 
sentences to support the tense and agreement features of the sentence.  Chomsky (1996) argued 
that DO is inserted in [I] to occupy the same position as modal auxiliaries because a main verb 
cannot move to [I]. Following Chomsky and Radford (1997), auxiliary DO, is inserted in [I] and 
then raises to [C] to produce questions.  The tree structure in Figure 1 provides evidence that 
auxiliary DO is not directly generated in [C] for questions.  Since auxiliary DO requires a [VP] 
complement, it has to be generated in [I] because only then would it have a [VP] complement.  
The only exception for forms of DO remaining in the position of [I] in affirmative declarative 
clauses is when it is being used for emphasis as in, She did say I could wear it. In negative 
clauses, DO is inserted to come before the negative particle not, and before the main verb as in, 
She did not wear it.   
In contrast to modals and auxiliary DO, auxiliary BE, are said to be base-generated in 
[V], the head position of the verb phrase [VP], above the position of the main verb.  The 
evidence behind this claim is in the position of finiteness.  Consider the sentences below: 
(14) (a)  To not be notified when there is a problem with your account is bad. 
 (b)  To not have noticed that your account was overdrawn shows lack of attention.   
These sentences show that BE and HAVE are generated below negation, which itself is located 
below [I].  With this being the case, BE and HAVE must be generated below [I].  This is 
illustrated in Figure 1. 
One peculiarity of auxiliary BE is that when finite forms of auxiliary BE are required, 





as illustrated in Figure 1.  According to X‟ theory, in the case of an inflected utterance such as, 
The dog is barking, the verb barking is generated as head of the main [VP] and the auxiliary verb 
is is generated in the higher [V] position.  As part of [V]-to-[I] movement, the auxiliary BE verb 
moves from its position in [V] to the head of [IP] in [I].  In the case of negative sentence 
constructions as in, the dog is not barking, the BE auxiliary leaves [V] and raises to [I] around 
[NegP].                 
 Aside from these noted differences in base-generated positions and movement 
operations, there are other similarities and differences between BE, DO, and modal auxiliaries.  
In regards to inflectional paradigms, both auxiliary DO and BE are inflected for person, number, 
and tense.  Modals, on the other hand are inherently tensed and are invariant in form across 
persons and numbers, and thus have a uniform morphological paradigm. This is the case because 
modals, as shown in the figure, reside where tense is housed.  The same is true of DO.  On the 
other hand, auxiliary BE is not housed there but arrives there through syntactic transformation 
and as a result, must be inflected for person and tense.  Finally, of the three auxiliary types, only 
BE and modals are classified as having universal status.  Auxiliary DO, on the other hand, is 
classified as a language-specific property of English. 
Studies Related to UG and X’bar Theory 
Within the MAE literature, there are studies that have examined language acquisition 
from a UG and X‟bar perspective.  For example, Hadley (1993) and Hadley and Rice (1996) 
examined whether three syntactic factors, outlined in Table 3, play a role in children‟s 
acquisition and development of the auxiliary system.  These syntactic factors include: 1) 





minimalist program (1995); 2) complexity of morphological paradigm; and 3) language-specific 
status versus universal status.  For Table 3, the characteristic that is thought to make acquisition 
easier is listed in the first column.  A plus sign indicates that that the auxiliary type possesses that 
particular characteristic whereas a negative sign indicates that it does not.  As suggested by the 
table, modal auxiliaries appear less complicated and thus, children‟s acquisition of modal 
auxiliaries may be less difficult than their acquisition of primary auxiliaries and auxiliary DO.  
Also, based on these factors, modals may be overtly produced at a higher rate compared to BE 
and DO.   
Table 3   
 
Characteristics of Three Auxiliary Types that May Affect Acquisition and Development 
(Adapted from Hadley, 1993) 
 
 Modal Auxiliaries Auxiliary BE Auxiliary DO 
Fixed in base generated position  + - n/a 
Uniform morphological paradigm + - - 
Universal + + - 
 
To my knowledge, Hadley‟s work (Hadley, 1993; Hadley & Rice, 1996) is among the 
first to examine whether underlying phrase structure positions and syntactic movement influence 
the order of emergence and the accuracy with which children produce auxiliaries in obligatory 
contexts during spontaneous language samples.  In her study, she focused on modal auxiliaries 
(CAN and WILL), auxiliary BE and auxiliary DO.  Data came from the longitudinal language 
samples of seven typically developing children from the CHILDES database (MacWhitney & 





She hypothesized that auxiliaries which remain in their base-generated or insertion 
positions (i.e., modals, DO) would emerge earlier and be produced with greater accuracy than 
auxiliaries that must undergo verb movement (i.e., auxiliary BE).   Several analyses were 
conducted to examine the emergence and development of the target auxiliaries.  The first 
analysis compared the age of emergence for four auxiliaries:  can, will, DO, and BE.  
Examination of the samples revealed the mean ages of emergence (in months) to be:  26.07 for 
DO, 26.29 for can, 28.21 for BE, and 28.36 for will.  A Sign Test analysis on the individual 
ordering between can, will, DO, and BE revealed that DO emerged prior to BE at a level of 
significance.  In contrast, the emergence of can and will as compared to BE was random.   
Since that time, a few similar studies have been completed (e.g., Rowland & Theakston, 
2009; Santelmann, Berk, Austin, Somasjekar & Lust, 2002; Theakston & Rowland, 2009).  For 
example, Santelmann, Berk, Austin, Somasjekar, and Lust (2002) proposed that children‟s 
difficulty imitating questions containing auxiliaries would be related to language-specific 
properties such as inflectional realizations rather than difficulty with the syntax of inversion.   
Their prediction rested on the hypothesis that children do not show across-the-board difficulties 
with questions but rather have particular difficulty with language-specific features of English.  
The authors tested their hypothesis using 65 MAE-speaking children who ranged from 2;1 to 5;3 
years and an experimental procedure that involved elicited imitation of both declaratives and 
interrogatives.  Results supported their hypothesis because a larger percentage of the children‟s 
errors involved the language-specific features of auxiliaries, or the inflection of the auxiliaries 





A second example is Rowland, Pine, Lieven and Theakston, (2005).  They also 
investigated whether the language-specific properties of DO were more problematic for young 
children compared to auxiliaries that are universal.  Specifically, they tested the prediction that 
auxiliary DO would attract higher rates of error than auxiliary BE in interrogatives.  Participants 
included 12 children who were developing British English.  The children‟s ages ranged from 1;8 
to 2;0 at the start of the study and 2;8 to 3;0 at the end of the study.  Language samples were 
collected during mother-child play every three weeks for a year.  A diary record of wh-questions 
of another child, Lara, also served as data.  Lara‟s age ranged from 2;3 at the beginning of the 
study to 2;11 at the end of the study.  Results for the language sample data showed no significant 
difference in overt marking between DO/modals and BE.  Lara‟s data showed some evidence 
that auxiliary DO in questions was more likely to be marked than auxiliary BE in questions.   
In summary, the studies of Hadley (1993), Santelmann et al., (2002) and Rowland et al., 
(2005) predicted that auxiliary emergence and development would be affected by aspects of the 
underlying phrase structure and language specific properties.  However, differences in 
predictions were apparent across the three studies.  Hadley predicted that the additional 
movement requirements associated with auxiliary BE would cause it to emerge later than the 
other auxiliary types.  On the other hand, Santelmann et al., (2002) predicted that the difficulty 
with language-specific properties of auxiliaries would cause errors with questions rather than 
difficulty related to the syntax of inversion.  Similarly, Rowland et al. (2005) predicted that the 
language-specific properties of DO would cause additional difficulty for this auxiliary type 
relative to auxiliary BE.  In the Hadley study, results showed her predictions to be partly 





of modal auxiliaries relative to BE was random did not support her hypothesis.  In the Rowland 
et al. (2005) study, the apriori predictions were not supported by the language sample data or by 
the diary data of Lara, an individual child.  Finally, in the Santelmann et al. (2002) study, the 
predictions were supported by the data.  As will be shown in the next section, similar studies 
have not been conducted using data from AAE-speaking children.   
The evidence regarding auxiliaries in child MAE as reviewed in the previous set of 
studies can be summarized in nine general points: (1) auxiliary contexts first appear in children‟s 
spontaneous language between 21 and 24 months, or when the child‟s MLU is at least 2.25; and 
the earliest uses of auxiliaries tend to be syntactically unanalyzed; (2) the range of auxiliary 
forms that are produced at the earliest ages is restricted and over time (between three and six 
months), becomes less restricted; (3) auxiliary production oscillates between presence and 
absence for approximately two years and by age three, overt marking rates of contractible BE, 
DO, and modals are above 70%; (4) production of uncontractible BE forms is limited in 
comparision to contractible BE forms through four years of age; (5) auxiliaries typically appear 
first in affirmatives before negatives, declaratives before inverted questions, and with main verbs 
before occurring in elliptical constructions; (6) substantial individual variation exists in the 
children‟s production of auxiliary contexts as well as in their overt production of auxiliaries 
within these contexts across the developmental period with the most variation being at the 
youngest ages; (7) production variation is also evident by inflections of BE; (8) of the three 
auxiliary types, modal auxiliaries are the first to reach 100% marking rates and some studies 





language-specific properties associated with DO and the underlying movement associated with 
BE; and (9) at some point after the age of four, children produce BE, DO, and modals at 100%.   
The Acquisition of Auxiliaries in Children Developing AAE 
The existing literature on the use of auxiliaries in child AAE is far less comprehensive 
than child MAE.  Very few studies have examined the earliest uses of auxiliaries in very young 
children who are developing AAE (exceptions include Cole 1980; Steffensen, 1974).  Rather, the 
majority of past studies have used data of children ages four and older.  Also, most of the past 
studies focus on the nonmainstream nature of AAE-speaking children‟s grammar.  Finally, 
within these studies, most have only examined forms of auxiliary BE, and within these BE 
studies, auxiliary and copular structures have been examined as a combined set.   These studies 
are limited in what they can tell us about AAE-speaking children‟s acquisition and use of 
auxiliary BE, DO, and modals.  These points are illustrated by the following review of studies.   
Within the child AAE literature, the studies of Green and her colleagues (1994; 2007; in 
press) are among the few that has included the auxiliary production data from children under the 
age of four.  In Green (1994), the participants included 12 three- , four- and five-year children.  
Results showed that in many contexts, the children in her study spontaneously used auxiliary BE 
in ways that were similar to adult AAE speakers (e.g. obligatorily in sentence-final positions, and 
in past tense and emphatic constructions).  However, she documented developmental BE 
omissions that were different from the typical types of zero marking that have been documented 
in adult AAE.  She gives the following example produced by a three-year-old child, I not gon 
take it off.  Green argues that in this context, first person singular auxiliaries in adult AAE are 





child AAE to adult AAE.  However, the specifics of what this development trajectory looks like 
remain unknown due to the lack of published information about AAE-speaking children under 
the age of three.   
 In most of the other studies that have examined AAE-speaking children‟s auxiliaries, the 
children have been four and older and auxiliaries have been broadly examined as part of a group 
of grammatical structures that are characteristic of AAE (Connor & Craig, 2006; Craig & 
Washington, 1994, 2002, 2004; Horton-Ikard, 2002; Horton-Ikard, Weisman, & Edwards, 2005; 
Jackson & Roberts, 2001; Oetting & Garrity, 2006; Oetting & McDonald, 2001, 2002; Oetting & 
Pruitt, 2005; Seymour, Bland-Stewart, & Green, 1998; Thompson, Craig, & Washington, 2004; 
Washington & Craig, 1994; Washington, Craig, & Kushmaul, 1998; Wyatt, 1995).  One of the 
foci of these studies has been to document the use of nonmainstream features of auxiliaries in 
samples of AAE speakers.  Among the most prominent of these is children‟s zero marking of 
auxiliary verbs (e.g., She walking to school).  Other auxiliary-related patterns include I’ma (a 
contraction for I am going to as in I’ma read this book), subject-verb disagreement with auxiliary 
BE or DO forms (e.g., We is going to the carnival tomorrow; She don’t go to my school), ain’t 
for BE or DO (e.g., She ain’t talking to you) and double modals (e.g., I might can come over 
your house today).   
These studies have also provided information regarding patterns of usage and frequency 
of usage among children.  Such studies provide information about the nature and amount of 
nonmainstream features within children‟s auxiliary systems but they do not characterize 





ways: 1) the percentage of children who use each nonmainstream feature, and 2) frequency 
counts, mean rates of usage, and percentage of each nonmainstream features.   
Craig and Washington (2004), Washington and Craig (1994) and Thompson, Craig, and 
Washington (2004) are examples of studies that reported findings by the percentage of children 
who use each feature.  For example, Craig and Washington (2004) examined language samples 
of 400 African American children in grades preschool and fifth grade.  They found that the zero 
auxiliary (and copula) feature was used by 80% of preschoolers but this percentage dropped to 
between 43 and 55 for third, fourth, and fifth graders.   
Other studies by Oetting and McDonald (2001), Oetting and Pruitt (2005) and Oetting 
and Garrity (2006) report frequency counts, mean rates of usage, and percentages of usage but 
most of these studies have examined auxiliary BE combined with copula BE.  For example, 
Oetting and Garrity (2006) provided children‟s percentages of use of three copular and auxiliary 
BE features.  Participants were 40 AAE-speaking four- and six-year-olds.  The three features 
were was leveling, zero is and zero are.  Results showed all three nonmainstream features of BE 
were  common within the language samples of the children; was leveling (77%, SD = 31); zero 
are (72%, SD = 31), and zero is (49%, SD = 20).  When these data were separated by age 
groups, usage was also higher among the four-year-olds than the six-year-olds; was leveling 
(71%, SD = 43 vs. 42%, SD = 45); zero are (47%, SD = 37 vs. 44%, SD = 37); and zero is (25%, 
SD 25 vs. 16%, SD = 20).  Thus, a developmental trend was shown suggesting that as children 
grow older, use of auxiliary-related nonmainstream features decreases.  This finding is consistent 





Finally, several studies have been done on children‟s use of copula and auxiliary BE as a 
function of various sentential elements.  For example, Wynn and Oetting (2000) examined four- 
and six-year-old children‟s use of BE in three auxiliary-related contexts to determine if the 
production of BE was influenced by linguistic environments for person/number, tense, and 
contractibility.  Results showed patterns of use that were generally consistent with previous 
studies of adult and child AAE (e.g., Wyatt, 1991).  Overall, is and are were marked at lower 
rates than am, was, and were.   For the four-year-olds, percentages of overt marking were:  is 
(49%), are (29%), am (100%), was/were (92%).  For the six-year-olds, percentages of overt 
marking were: is (63%), are (25%), am (86%), was/were (97%).   
 Burns, Paulk, Seymour, and Pearson, (2000) also studied young AAE-speaking children‟s 
production of BE.  This study separated the auxiliary and copular contexts.  Participants included 
22 typically developing 5-year-old kindergarteners.  Data came from spontaneously produced 
language samples and narrative stories.  Results corroborated those of Wynn and Oetting (2000) 
in that overt production for both auxiliary and copular BE was lower for is and are than for am, 
was, and were.  Overt marking rates for auxiliary BE forms were:  is (81%), are (62%), am 
(94%), was (96%), and were (95%).   
 The second study to separate the auxiliary BE contexts from the copular contexts is 
Garrity (2007).  Using language samples of 20 typically developing four- and six year-old AAE-
speaking children, Garrity examined rates of auxiliary marking for am, is, and are.  Results were 
consistent with those of Burns et al. (2000) and Wynn and Oetting (2000).  Of the three types, 





then are contexts (7%).  The same pattern was shown for the six-year-olds.  Overt marking was 
highest for am contexts (99%) followed by is contexts (47%) and then are contexts (41%).    
Finally, Green (2007) examined AAE-speaking children‟s auxiliary BE marking relative 
to the tense of the utterance and the succeeding verbal element.  She found that the children 
always marked the auxiliary when the context was past tense (e.g., was/were) but children‟s 
marking of present tense auxiliary contexts (e.g., is, are) was considerably lower (4%).  
Following the adult AAE literature, she separated the is and are auxiliary contexts into three 
categories:  those that preceded V-ing, those that preceded gon/gonna, and those that preceded 
finna/fixing to.  Results showed that the children zero marked is and are regardless of the 
succeeding context at rates of 96% or higher.  Other studies that have used the language data of 
children and adult speakers of AAE and other nonmainstream dialects of English (e.g., Southern 
White English) have also shown that auxiliary BE is often zero marked in these two contexts 
(Fasold, Labov, Vaughn-Cooke, Bailey, Wolfram, Spears, & Rickford, 1987; Rickford, Ball, 
Blake, Jackson & Martin, 1999; Wolfram, 1974).  However, different from Green (2007), the 
general finding from those studies was that BE was zero marked in both contexts but zero 
marking was more common in BE + gonna contexts compared to BE + V-ing contexts.  For 
example, the African American children studied by Fasold et al. (1987) zero marked is and are in 
gonna contexts 89%, but in V-ing contexts, zero marking was lower at 41%.   
The evidence regarding auxiliaries in child AAE as reviewed in the previous set of 
studies can be summarized as follows:  1) children‟s productions of auxiliaries are connected to 
specific linguistic contexts (e.g., past tense, emphatic utterances, and sentence-final) in ways 





contexts in ways adults do not; 2) zero marking of auxiliary BE feature is used by 80% of 
preschoolers; 3) as children grow older, their uses of auxiliary-related nonmainstream patterns 
(e.g., zero marking, was leveling) decreases but by the age of eight and up to adulthood, children 
do not mark BE auxiliary contexts 90% of the time, 4) rates of production vary across BE forms, 
with percent of marking rates for is and are ranging from 27 – 81% between the ages of four and 
six, and between 82 – 100% for am, was, and were between the ages of four and six; and  5) 
when is, and are are succeeded by V-ing, gon/gonna, and finna/fixing to, rate of zero marking is 
between 40% and 96%.    
Table 4 summarizes what is known about AAE and MAE children‟s acquisition of 
auxiliaries.  Two important conclusions can be drawn from the table.  The first is that there is 
considerably more information known about MAE-speaking children‟s acquisition and use of 
auxiliaries compared to AAE-speaking children.  Second, the information that is currently 
available about AAE-speaking children‟s auxiliary systems is largely limited to auxiliary BE.   
From the table, it is clear that missing from the existing literature is information about the ages of 
children‟s earliest auxiliary productions, the developmental trajectory of auxiliary productions 
including theoretical explanations, and information about how auxiliary verbs develop as a 
system.  As a result, gaps remain in the AAE child language literature about the auxiliary system 
of child AAE.  As shown in Table 4, many of these gaps relate to AAE-speaking children‟s early 
uses and emergence of various auxiliary forms; however, at an even more basic level, gaps exist 
in the description of the full auxiliary system, which would include their use of BE, DO, and 








A Summary of Auxiliary Research Findings on MAE and AAE 
 
Findings of Child MAE Auxiliary Research Findings of Child AAE Auxiliary Research 
Earliest uses of auxiliaries are between 21 and 24 months 
(Brown, 1973). 
 
Earliest uses of auxiliaries tend to be syntactically unanalyzed 
(i.e., don’t) (Richards, 1990). 
 
The range of auxiliaries is initially very restricted and over 
time, expands to include many forms (Richards, 1990).  The 
time between the occurrence of children‟s first auxiliary form 
and five different forms was between three and six months  
(Wells, 1979). 
 
Auxiliaries usually emerge in the following order: affirmatives 
before negatives, declaratives before inverted questions, and 
with main verbs before occurring in elliptical constructions 
(Richards, 1990). 
 
Auxiliary production oscillates between presence and absence 
for approximately 2 years; use increases over time in a 
nonlinear pattern; by age three, overt marking rates for 
contractible BE, DO, and modals are above 70% (Brown, 
1973; deVilliers & deVilliers, 1972; Richards, 1990; Rescorla 
& Roberts, 2002). 
 
Of the three types, modals are the first to be marked at 100% 
and it has been suggested that the lower rates of overt marking 
in BE and DO are related to the syntactic transformations 
associated with BE and DO (Hadley, 1993; Santelmann et al., 
2002; Rowland et al., 2005). 
 
There is considerable variation of overt production by 
inflections of BE form and pronominal subject with production 
being near-obligatory for neutral subjects (it’s) (Brown, 1973).  
Also there is considerable production variation by 
contractibility of BE with uncontractible forms being produced 












Sometime after age four, children produce BE, DO, and 


















Zero marking of auxiliary BE is characteristic of 80% of AAE-
speaking preschoolers.  Zero marking decreases with age/grade 
level but older children do not overtly mark auxiliary BE 










Between the ages of four and six, percentages of marking for is 
and are are as low as 27%, and percentages of marking for am, 
was, and were are above 80% (Burns et al., 2000; Garrity, 
2007; Wynn & Oetting, 2000). 
 
 
Children zero mark contexts of is and are before V-ing, 
gon/gonna, finna/fixing to) at rates between 40% and 96% 
(Green et al., 2007; Fasold et al. 1987). 
 
Young children omit BE in contexts where they are obligatory 
in adult AAE (e.g., first person contexts) (Green, 1994) but in 
other many ways, children‟s productions of auxiliaries are 
connected to specific syntactic contexts in ways similar to 
adult AAE speaker, (Burns et al., 2000; Garrity, 2007; Green, 








To provide the most complete description of AAE-speaking children‟s full auxiliary 
system, information about the relationship between personal attributes and various language 
variables to auxiliary use is also needed.  From the AAE literature, there is some evidence that 
age is related to auxiliary production during the early stages of development (Green, 1994) and 
during the adolescence years (Craig & Washington, 2004).  However, it is unclear from the 
literature if other personal attributes such as gender and nonverbal cognition are related to 
auxiliary production although gender has been shown to be related to AAE-speaking children‟s 
frequency of nonmainstream patterns which typically include auxiliary-related patterns (Connor 
& Craig, 2006; Washington, Craig & Kushmaul, 1998).  In these studies, boys have been shown 
to produce a higher frequency of nonmainstream patterns than girls. 
It is also unclear from the literature whether language variables such as children‟s MLUs, 
standardized language scores and articulation skills are related to their auxiliary production.  
From the MAE literature, some studies have indicated that MLU is related to children‟s 
production of grammatical morphemes, including auxiliaries (Bolason & Dolloghan, 2002; 
Lahey et al., 1992) but similar findings have not been documented in the AAE literature.  
Relations between standardized language scores and auxiliary production, and articulation skills 
and auxiliary production have also been undocumented in the AAE literature.   
There is, however, some suggestive evidence in the AAE literature that children‟s use of 
nonmainstream dialect patterns, commonly termed dialect density, may be related to various 
aspects of language production, including auxiliaries.  Investigating these potential relationships 
has been the foci of several studies.  However, researchers have observed mixed relationships 





Jackson & Roberts, 2001; Craig, Zhang, Hensel & Quinn, 2009).  For instance, with MLU, some 
studies have shown no relationship with dialect density (Horton-Ikard, Weismer & Edwards, 
2005; Oetting, 2005) but other studies have (Craig et al., 2009).  In regards to overt production of 
tense morphemes, Pruitt and Oetting (2009) found no significant relationship between children‟s 
dialect density and regular and irregular past tense marking but Garrity (2007) reported a 
significant, negative correlation between six-year-old children‟s nonmainstream dialect use and 
their overt marking of auxiliary BE on an elicitation task but not in their spontaneous language 
samples.   
In addition to these studies, a few others have been conducted to investigate possible 
relationships between dialect density and language production.  However, in these studies, the 
children‟s dialect densities have been used to assign them as belonging to low, middle, or high 
dialect density groups (Craig & Washington, 1994; Kohler, Silliman, Bryant, Bahr, Apel & 
Wilkinson, 2007; Oetting, Newkirk, Hartfield, Wynn, Pruitt & Garrity, 2010; Terry, Connor, 
Thomas-Tate & Love, 2010).  Of these studies, the one most closely related to the current 
discussion is Oetting et al. (2010) which examined scores on the Index of Productive Syntax 
(IPSyn: Scarborough, 1990), a measure of morphosyntax emergence which includes several 
auxiliary-related items, as a function of two nonmainstream dialect density groups. For this 
analysis, the language sample data and IPSyn scores of 32 six-year-old AAE speakers were used.  
When a median-split was used to divide the speakers into high and low dialect groups, there was 
no significant difference between the two groups‟ scores indicating that children who had higher 





In sum, due to a limited number of studies and mixed findings across studies, many 
questions remain regarding the relation between various personal attributes and auxiliary 
production, and various language variables and auxiliary production.  This type of information is 
needed for a complete description of AAE-speaking children‟s full auxiliary system, along with 
information about children‟s earliest uses of auxiliaries, and the developmental trajectories of 
BE, DO, and modals.  These gaps warrant a comprehensive study of young AAE-speaking 
children‟s primary and secondary auxiliaries, which would include BE, DO, and modals.    
Purpose of the Current Study 
 At this point, I have discussed literature regarding  the adult auxiliary verb system in 
MAE and AAE, the acquisition and use of the auxiliary system in MAE including a related 
discussion of UG and X‟ bar theory, and the use of auxiliaries by child speakers of AAE.   
Through the discussion of the literature in these areas, several gaps in the child AAE literature 
have been identified.  The goal of this dissertation was to investigate the acquisition of the BE, 
DO
4
 and modal auxiliary system and fill these gaps in the child AAE literature.   
The current study included both cross-sectional and longitudinal data.  A cross-sectional 
dataset was used to document the production of BE, DO, and modal auxiliaries of 48 AAE-
speaking 3 ½-year-olds.  The information yielded from this dataset was complemented by the use 
of a longitudinal dataset from five AAE-speaking children who were between the ages of 18 and 
51 months.  For each child in Dataset 2, six to eight language samples over the course of 18 
months were analyzed and used to document the children‟s development of the auxiliary system 
over time. 
                                                             
4 Auxiliary HAVE was not examined in this study due to preliminary analyses showing a limited number of have 





Questions Related to Dataset 1 
Five questions that focused on documenting the nature of the auxiliary systems of 3 ½-year-
old AAE-speaking children were posed: 
1. What types of auxiliaries do 3 ½-year-old AAE speakers produce? 
2. What personal attributes (e.g., gender, nonverbal cognition) and language variables 
(standardized language scores, number of complete and intelligible utterances, 
articulation skills, MLU, and dialect density) are related to children‟s production of BE, 
DO, and modal auxiliary contexts? 
3. How often do 3 ½-year-old AAE-speaking children overtly and zero mark BE, DO, and 
modal auxiliary contexts? 
4. What types of overt marking options are being used in auxiliary contexts by 3 ½-year-old 
AAE speakers? 
5. Are 3 ½-year-old AAE-speaking children‟s overt marking of auxiliary contexts 
influenced by sentential elements within the utterances and the utterances‟ syntactic 
constructions? 
Questions of Dataset 2 
 The questions of Dataset 2 focused on the emergence of the auxiliary system and its 
development over time.  The questions of Dataset 2 were: 
1.  At what age and MLU level does the auxiliary system begin to make its appearance in 
the spontaneous language of AAE-speaking children? 






2. What is the developmental trajectory of BE, DO, and modal auxiliaries? 
a. Do children‟s BE, DO, and modal auxiliary forms expand over time as shown in 
MAE? 
b. Does overt use increase in a linear or nonlinear pattern? 
c. Are the developmental trajectories the same across the three auxiliary types? 
3. What is the order of emergence for the three auxiliary types? 
4. Do the sentential elements that are shown to influence the overt marking of adult AAE 
speakers‟ auxiliary contexts also influence AAE-speaking children at very young ages? 
a. If so, when does the influence of sentential elements and syntactic construction 
begin to become evident? 
5.  Are the percentages of overt marking for BE, DO, and modal contexts related to their 





CHAPTER 3:  METHODS 
Dataset 1 
Dataset 1 consisted of language samples of 48 3 ½-year-old children from Lansing, 
Michigan (MI).  Of the 48 children, 32 were female and 16 were male.  Data from these children 
were collected as part of a larger study that focused on validating the concept of a minimal 
competence core among AAE-speaking children and some of these children‟s data have been 
previously reported elsewhere (Stockman, 2008; Stockman, Karasinski, & Guillory, 2008).  As 
reported in Stockman (2008), these children attended preschool at various Head Start centers in 
their communities.  All participants met Head Start low-income eligibility requirements as 
defined by the U.S. Head Start Act (42 U.S.C. 9840).  In 2000, during the period of data 
collection, the specified income range was $8,500 to $28,650 for families up to eight persons.   
The children of the larger study resided in two geographical locations; 69 children were 
from a northern geographical location, Lansing, Michigan, and 51 were from a southern 
geographical location, Baton Rouge, Louisiana.  To eliminate the variable of geographical 
location, the language samples of only the Michigan children were analyzed in the current study.  
Also, as documented in Stockman (2008), 21 of the 69 Michigan children had been referred for a 
speech-language evaluation or were likely referrals because of suspected speech/language delay.  
These children‟s data were excluded from the current analyses to eliminate the variable of 
clinical status.  Therefore, data were from 48 participants who were developing language in a 
typical manner, and did not have a history of speech or language therapy. Table 5 profiles the 
participants‟ characteristics including scores on standardized and descriptive measures which are 






Table 5  
 






















26HK Female 41 111 88 213 79 3.79 .38 
28HT Female 41 121 98 167 94 3.10 .19 
16DC Female 42 109 83 262 76 3.54 .15 
54PT Female 42 91 90 251 74 3.59 .19 
67WS Female 42 85 85 208 94 2.74 .18 
3AC Female 43 115 101 220 82 3.26 .09 
7CM Female 43 117 97 245 88 3.78 .14 
29HG Female 43 109 88 222 93 2.82 .06 
37JS Female 43 119 97 460 86 4.32 .14 
45ML Female 43 100 89 220 80 3.85 .18 
46MI Female 43 127 86 223 91 3.41 .03 
58SK Female 43 105 105 240 94 4.82 .06 
59SD Female 43 109 95 311 88 4.49 .21 
66WM Female 43 89 105 199 87 2.96 .05 
17ET Female 44 117 98 206 81 3.08 .13 
43MA Female 44 107 95 383 83 5.21 .21 
44MM Female 44 115 92 200 76 3.88 .23 
50GA Female 44 124 82 297 77 3.63 .23 
52PC Female 44 91 89 232 87 4.09 .21 
69WK Female 44 113 81 299 79 3.02 .14 
12DJ Female 45 105 97 260 86 3.53 .23 
21GJ Female 45 113 106 205 84 3.37 .11 
23GS Female 45 105 82 222 86 3.45 .18 
33JT Female 45 100 92 221 95 3.18 .13 
34JS Female 45 100 90 238 82 2.97 .18 
15DJ Female 46 111 87 224 80 2.74 .14 
22GR Female 46 102 101 236 87 4.71 .12 
48MB Female 46 133 96 216 91 3.34 .13 
9CM Female 47 117 105 229 97 3.64 .20 
11CA Female 47 115 84 265 77 3.69 .27 
35JS Female 47 141 94 225 89 3.68 .04 
57SC Female 47 95 92 207 92 3.63 .08 
6CD Male 41 123 99 280 83 3.16 .24 
40LG Male 41 127 95 346 85 3.85 .28 
5BM Male 42 121 86 183 96 3.93 .09 
19FC Male 42 129 96 210 92 3.25 .22 
60SM Male 43 113 88 224 89 3.13 .06 
4BA Male 44 95 87 235 71 3.18 .17 
38KS Male 45 --
j 
92 276 82 3.74 .14 
68WS Male 45 83 95 205 93 3.66 .17 
10CT Male 46 124 94 325 86 3.72 .09 
24HA Male 46 95 92 244 85 3.31 .25 
51PT Male 46 100 100 215 78 3.65 .13 
55RJ Male 46 97 82 207 86 3.29 .20 
64WD Male 46 100 85 268 85 4.08 .21 
65WJ Male 46 83 111 226 80 4.73 .15 
41LI Male 47 105 96 223 83 3.30 .23 
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Number of complete and intelligible utterances within sample. 
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Percentage of Consonants 
Correct within sample.  
h
Mean Length of Utterance. 
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Percentages of utterances containing one or 
more nonmainstream dialect patterns.  
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Measures Used to Describe Participants of Dataset 1 
On average, the 48 participants were 44.23 months of age (SD = 1.85) at the time of the 
data collection.  Within both gender groups, the children ranged in age from 41 to 47 months.  A 
battery of assessment tools was administered to the children to determine typical language 
development.  Specifically, cognitive abilities were formally assessed using the Leiter 
International Performance Scale-Revised (Leiter-R; Roid & Miller, 1998).  The children‟s mean 
score on the Leiter-R was 108.74 (SD = 13.42) and scores ranged from 83 to 141.   Receptive 
and expressive language skills were formally assessed using the Preschool Language Scale-
Third Edition (PLS-3; Zimmerman, Steiner, & Pond, 1992).  The PLS-3 yields three scores:  a 
total score, an auditory comprehension score, and an expressive language score.  The children‟s 
mean total score on the PLS-3 was 92.90 (SD = 7.15), and scores ranged from 81 to 111.  On the 
auditory comprehension subscale, the children‟s mean score was 91.90 (SD = 7.21; range = 82 to 
111) and on the expressive communication subscale, the mean score was 94.92 (SD = 8.07; 
range = 83 to 108).  On each of these standardized assessment measures, the normative mean is 
100 (SD = 15).  Thus, the participants in the current study had scores within +/- -1.5 SD from the 
mean on measures of cognitive and language abilities. 
To ascertain whether each participant had normal hearing, onsite hearing screenings were 
conducted by supervised undergraduate, graduate, and post graduate students.  Hearing 
screenings consisted of the presentation of the pure tones of four (500, 1000, 2000, and 4000 Hz) 
frequencies at 25 dB.  All of the participants demonstrated bilateral detection of the tones at all 





participants exhibited any obvious structural deformities or an inability to perform basic oral 
exercises (e.g., puckering lips, protracting and retracting tongue).   
Language Sampling Procedure and Analyses 
A language sample was collected for each child.  The samples were elicited through a 
~40-minute (M = 38; SD = 5.85) play session that included the child and an adult examiner.  The 
contextualized language samples involved manipulatives and tangible objects and spanned three 
activities:  a race car activity, a book activity, and a doll play activity.  The cars were of various 
sizes, colors, mobility and styles.  An excerpt of a language sample from the car activity is 
presented in (15).  In this excerpt and in all others that follow, the child‟s utterance is notated 
with a C.  As illustrated in the excerpt in (15), much of the children‟s talk during this activity 
was about racing different cars on the race track.  The book activity involved two books, Let’s 
Eat (Fujikawa, 1975a) and Let’s Play (Fujikawa, 1975b).  Generally, the talk in this activity 
centered around different types of food, meals, birthday parties, and common kid games and 
activities such as hide-and-go-seek.  An excerpt of a language sample from the book activity is 
presented in (16).  In this excerpt, the child is talking about the types of food the different 
characters in the book are eating.  The doll activity involved a wooden African American doll 
family and wooden replicas of common household furnishings (e.g., bathtub, toilet, bunk beds, 
pillows, blankets, table, chairs, cupboard, seesaw, swings, slide, car, and truck).  An excerpt of a 
language sample from the doll play activity is presented in (17).  In this excerpt, the child is 
talking about putting the family into their beds for the night. 
(15) C you can't drive. 
C no more people can drive. 
E no more people could drive? 





E you got them. 
C you can't win. 
C now I win. 
E okay. 
C you ready. 
C set. 
C go. 
E what'd yours do? 
C I made yours do a backflip. 
E you made mine do a backflip? 
E that was good. 
E let's put them up here again. 
C I'm doing this. 
(16) E do you see anything else? 
E I see there are some fish on there. 
C no. 
E no fish? 
C here's some. 
E oh. 
E there they are. 
C them eating. 
C (he no) he eating a fish. 
E the dog was eating the fish. 
C yeah. 
E could be. 
C look at him. 
C he eat/ing a fish. 
E yeah. 
 
(17) C where's the other pillow? 
C I sleepy. 
C I'm is sleepy. 
E here's the ladder so we can get up to the top. 
C how you get up to the top? 
E you climb. 
C it is night tonight. 
C first the mom gotta get in. 











These language samples were used to examine children‟s auxiliary production and obtain 
additional information about the speech and language profiles of the children through four 
measures: number of utterances that were complete and intelligible (C&I), percent of consonants 
correct (PCC-R; Shriberg, Austin, Lewis, McSweeny & Wilson, 1997), MLU calculated in 
morphemes (MLU) and dialect density (DDM).   
C&I utterances serves as a general measure of language output and refers to the number 
of utterances within the language sample that were complete and intelligible. Within the typed 
language samples, special notations were used to indicate when the child speaker‟s utterance was 
abandoned (>), interrupted (^) or contained unintelligible words (xxx).  Children‟s utterances 
that were abandoned, interrupted utterances or were partially or fully unintelligible were 
excluded from the count of C&I utterances.  The following language sample excerpt in (18) 
exemplifies a C&I utterance in C-1 and C-4, an abandoned utterance in C-2, and an unintelligible 
utterance in C-3.  Of these four utterances, only C-1 and C-4 would be included in the C&I count 
and in the main analyses. 
(18)  C-1   (oh) you're right. 
         C-2   some of the little kid> 
         E      why don't I sit like this. 
         C-3   I want to xxx. 
         C-4   we can still play with toys all day. 
         E      yep that‟s right. 
         E      we can still play with toys all day. 
 
As shown in Table 5, there was an average of 243 (52.54) C&I utterances in the 
children‟s samples, and 94% (45 of 48) of the samples contained more than 200 utterances.  This 
amount of language is equivalent or greater than what has been used in past studies involving 





Oetting & Newkirk, 2008; Pruitt & Oetting, 2009, Redmond, 2003; Rice, Redmond & Hoffman, 
2006; Rice, Smolik, Perpich, Thompson, Rytting & Blossom, 2010).   
PCC-R is an overall measure of consonant accuracy that disregards common clinical 
distortions (e.g., dentalized or lateralized /s/ and /z/) in evaluating correct productions.  The PCC-
R values reported in the current study were originally calculated at part of Stockman (2008).  
Stockman (2008) revealed that a PCC-R score of 70 was sufficient to discriminate AAE-
speaking children who passed a minimal competency phonetic screener from those who failed.  
As shown in Table 5, all of the children whose language samples are being used in the current 
study had PCC-R scores that were above 70, and 80% (39/48) of the children had scores that 
were above 80.  Table 5 shows that the average PCC-R for the children in the current study was 
85.17 (6.30).   
MLU refers to the average number of morphemes within the utterances of the language 
sample.  Each samples‟ MLU was calculated by the Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts 
(SALT; Miller & Iglesias, 2004) computer program. To calculate MLU, the morphemes for each 
utterance within a children‟s language sample were counted, then totaled, and then divided by 
the total number of C&I utterances in the sample.  As shown in Table 5, the average MLU for 
the children of Dataset 1 was 3.60 (.55).  Based on the data of ten children at both ages, Miller 
and Chapman (1981) reported an average MLU of 3.74 at 42 months and an average MLU of 
4.09 at 45 months.  From these same data, Miller and Chapman predicted that at 42 months, 
MLU should be 3.78 (.81) with 68% of the population‟s (i.e., +/- one standard deviation) falling 
between 2.96 and 4.60 at this age.  The majority (88%) of the children‟s MLUs in the current 





than 2.96 and six percent of the children had MLU values that were above 4.60.  It is important 
to note that the computation of MLU used in the current study differed from Miller and 
Chapman‟s computation in one way.  In Miller and Chapman, in some cases, the negated 
auxiliary don’t was counted as two morphemes whereas in the current study, it was always 
counted as one morpheme.  This difference in computation may explain some of the MLU values 
at the lower end of the distribution in the current study. 
Horton-Ikard (2002) also provides MLU data to which the children of Dataset 1 can be 
compared.  For Horton-Ikard‟s sample of 11 3 ½-year-old AAE-speaking children, the average 
MLU was 2.86 (.65).  Of the 48 AAE-speaking children in Dataset 1, all but two children (96%) 
had MLUs that were higher than 2.86.  The two children whose MLU were below 2.86 both had 
MLUs of 2.74 which was within one standard deviation of the average MLU of Horton-Ikard‟s 
participants. 
The final measure, dialect density (DDM) represents the density of AAE nonmainstream 
dialect features in the children‟s language sample.  Calculating speakers‟ DDMs has become a 
routine practice in AAE studies (Craig & Washington, 1994; Craig, Zhang, Hensel & Quinn, 
2009; Horton-Ikard, Weismer & Edwards, 2005).  In the current study, this measure was 
calculated as the percentage of utterances containing at least one nonmainstream 
morphosyntactic dialect pattern (Oetting & McDonald, 2002).  To illustrate calculation of this 
measure, a language sample excerpt is presented in (19).  In each utterance presented, at least 
one nonmainstream dialect pattern was used which means that in calculating a DDM, each of 
these utterances would count as an utterance that has one or more nonmainstream 





(19)    C where the cars at? 
             C here my back come. 
             C this one like mines got. 
             C my black car go wee. 
             C hey I need push yours right here. 
             C mine faster. 
As shown in Table 5, an average of 16% (7) of the children‟s utterances contained a 
nonmainstream dialect feature.  The dialect densities were used to separate the children into three 
dialect density groups: low, middle, and high.  The children‟s samples in the low dialect density 
group (n = 10) had dialect densities between 0 and 10; the children‟s samples in the middle 
dialect density group (n = 24) had dialect densities between 11% and 20%; and the children‟s 
samples in the high dialect density group (n = 14) had dialect densities between 21% and 40%.  
Table 6 re-presents the children‟s characteristics separated by the three dialect density groups.  
The children in the low dialect density group are presented first, followed by the children in the 
middle dialect density group, and then the children in the high dialect density group.  For all 
three dialect density groups, the majority of the children were females.  Of the children in the 
low dialect density group, seven (70%) were females and three were males.  Of the children in 
the middle dialect density group, 17 (71%) were females and seven were males.  Of the children 
in the high dialect density group, eight (57%) were females and six were males.  The three 
dialect density groups did not differ in age, Leiter-R scores, PLS-3 scores, number of C&I 
utterances, or MLUs.  Differences were found between the low and middle dialect density groups 
for PCC-R, t(32) = 2.3, p < .05, and between the low and high dialect density groups for PCC-R. 
t(22) = 3.6, p < .01.  Also, differences were found between the three groups for dialect density, 





























46MI Female 43 127 86 223 91 3.41 .03 Low 
35JS Female 47 141 94 225 89 3.68 .04 Low 
66WM Female 43 89 105 199 87 2.96 .05 Low 
29HG Female 43 109 88 222 93 2.82 .06 Low 
60SM Male 43 113 88 224 89 3.13 .06 Low 
58SK Female 43 105 105 240 94 4.82 .06 Low 
57SC Female 47 95 92 207 92 3.63 .08 Low 
3AC Female 43 115 101 220 82 3.26 .09 Low 
5BM Male 42 121 86 183 96 3.93 .09 Low 
10CT Male 46 124 94 325 86 3.72 .09 Low 
Mean  
(SD) 















21GJ Female 45 113 106 205 84 3.37 .11 Middle 
22GR Female 46 102 101 236 87 4.71 .12 Middle 
17ET Female 44 117 98 206 81 3.08 .13 Middle 
33JT Female 45 100 92 221 95 3.18 .13 Middle 
48MB Female 46 133 96 216 91 3.34 .13 Middle 
51PT Male 46 100 100 215 78 3.65 .13 Middle 
37JS Female 43 119 97 460 86 4.32 .14 Middle 
7CM Female 43 117 97 245 88 3.78 .14 Middle 
15DJ Female 46 111 87 224 80 2.74 .14 Middle 
38KS Male 45 --
k 
92 276 82 3.74 .14 Middle 
69WK Female 44 113 81 299 79 3.02 .14 Middle 
16DC Female 42 109 83 262 76 3.54 .15 Middle 
65WJ Male 46 83 111 226 80 4.73 .15 Middle 
42MD Male 47 105 91 211 79 3.44 .16 Middle 
4BA Male 44 95 87 235 71 3.18 .17 Middle 
68WS Male 45 83 95 205 93 3.66 .17 Middle 
23GS Female 45 105 82 222 86 3.45 .18 Middle 
34JS Female 45 100 90 238 82 2.97 .18 Middle 
45ML Female 43 100 89 220 80 3.85 .18 Middle 
67WS Female 42 85 85 208 94 2.74 .18 Middle 
28HT Female 41 121 98 167 94 3.10 .19 Middle 
54PT Female 42 91 90 251 74 3.59 .19 Middle 
9CM Female 47 117 105 229 97 3.64 .20 Middle 


















43MA Female 44 107 95 383 83 5.21 .21 High 
52PC Female 44 91 89 232 87 4.09 .21 High 
59SD Female 43 109 95 311 88 4.49 .21 High 
64WD Male 46 100 85 268 85 4.08 .21 High 
19FC Male 42 129 96 210 92 3.25 .22 High 
12DJ Female 45 105 97 260 86 3.53 .23 High 
41LI Male 47 105 96 223 83 3.30 .23 High 
44MM Female 44 115 92 200 76 3.88 .23 High 
50GA Female 44 124 82 297 77 3.63 .23 High 
6CD Male 41 123 99 280 83 3.16 .24 High 
24HA Male 46 95 92 244 85 3.31 .25 High 
11CA Female 47 115 84 265 77 3.69 .27 High 
40LG Male 41 127 95 346 85 3.85 .28 High 























Age in months.  
d
Leiter-R standard score.  
e
PLS-3 standard score.  
f
Number of complete and intelligible utterances within sample. 
g
Percentage of Consonants 
Correct within sample.  
h
Mean Length of Utterance. 
i 
Percentages of utterances containing one or 
more nonmainstream dialect patterns. 
j
Dialect Density Group.  
k







Dataset 2 was collected as part of a developmental study of AAE as described in 
Stockman and Vaughn-Cooke (1982).  The larger dataset consists of monthly language samples 
from 15 children who provided approximately 18 months of language sample data.  The current 
study used data from five children from this larger dataset.  As shown in Table 6, for two 
children (a boy and a girl), monthly language sample data between the ages of 18 months and 36 
months were analyzed.  For the other three children (2 boys and 1 girl), monthly language 
samples between the ages of 33 months and 51 months were analyzed.   
All five children were native to the USA and were living in communities of Washington, 
DC at the time of data collection.  Residents of these communities were predominantly African 
Americans and speakers of AAE.  All five children were from lower working class home 
backgrounds, as judged by one or more conventional indices of socioeconomic status such as 
education, occupation, and residency.   
Measures Used to Determine Typical Development 
The medical and developmental histories of the five children were unremarkable based 
on sources prior to the data collection period.  Normal birth histories were reported and there was 
no history of chronic illnesses or conditions that prevented typical development.  No obvious 
sensory, motor, cognitive of social deficits were observed.  All of the children were regarded by 
their parents as typically developing.  None had been referred for speech, language or 
educational evaluations or had a history of receiving special services at the time of data 





At the time of data collection, no standardized tests were available for appropriate use 
with African American children of this age range.  In lieu of standardized testing, additional 
information about the children‟s developmental history was collected through parental interviews 
using a standard case history form.  During the interviews, the investigators facilitated the 
conversation to gain additional information about the socioeconomic and language backgrounds 
of the children‟s homes and communities, the children‟s physical, psychological, and social 
functioning.   
Language Samples  
Prior to the first month of language sampling, two certified speech-language pathologists, 
visited the children in their homes over several weeks in order to establish rapport and 
familiarity.  During the period of data collection, language samples were obtained once a month.  
The samples lasted two hours.  The two hour sessions, labeled separately as Session A and 
Session B, were typically done on consecutive days for each child.  For this dissertation, only the 
first hour, typically Session A, was used for the analyses.  As shown in Table 7, for the two 
youngest children, AG and CH, the first three consecutive samples were used for analysis and 
after the third sample, every third sample through 36 months was used.  For the three oldest 
children, CW, LA, and DD, every third sample from 33 months to 51 months was used.   
Because of the varying lengths of the sampling sessions, sample size was controlled across 
participants by using the first 235 C&I utterances.   
The language samples involved play activities between the child and the examiner.  






Dataset 2 Participants‟ Characteristics 
 AG CH CW LA DD 
Gender Male Female Male Female Male 
Age 
(mos.)a 
C&Ib MLUc DDMd C&I MLU DDM C&I MLU DDM C&I MLU DDM C& I MLU DDM 
18 73 1.36 .00 20 1.11 .00         
 
 
19 235 1.53 .02 108 1.40 .02         
 
 
20 185 1.72 .07 179 2.41 .20         
 
 
24 216 1.82 .03 225 2.64 .19         
 
 
27 235 2.29 .06 147 3.18 .26         
 
 
30 235 2.66 .14 203 3.96 
 
.29          
33 235 3.00 .06 235 3.86 
 
.25 235 4.09 .22 235 3.14 .44 235 2.94 .28 
36 
 
235 2.96 .16 235 3.51 .25 --e -- -- 235 3.40 .29 235 3.40 .28 
39       220 4.47 .27 235 3.51 .20 235 4.37 
 
.35 





      235 3.55 .31 235 3.91 .33 235 3.66 .37 
48 
 
      235 5.07 .36 221 3.62 .17 235 3.91 .32 
51       235 5.30 .29 235 4.17 .21 235 3.61 .34 
a
Age used for analyses; actual age may be +/- 1 month.  
b
Number of complete and intelligible utterances within sample. 
c
Mean length 
of utterance.  
d
Dialect density.  
e





During the language sampling, the child played with toys that were provided by the examiners.  
The toys included a race car and track, picture books, Mr. Potato Head, doll house, basic house 
furnishings, a pliable miniature family, assorted wooden blocks, a ball, a large doll with clothing, 
balloons, games and soap bubbles.  Play activity involving toys and objects that were a part of 
the child‟s own home environment was also permitted.  Excerpts of the children‟s languages 
samples are presented in (20) and (21).  In (20), the child is playing with dolls and pretending 
that it is mealtime.  In (21), the child is racing cars with the examiner and another child. 
(20) C I want a sandwich. 
C eat my sandwich. 
C he gon eat my sandwich. 
C he gon eat my sandwich. 
(21) C mine gon be gone. 
C mine was going in here. 
C mine was going in here. 
C  right here by mine? 
C Can I push yours? 
C go go go. 
C mine gone. 
C mine was big. 
C I‟ma bust yours. 
These language samples were used to examine the children‟s auxiliary productions as 
well as to obtain additional descriptive information about the language of the children using three 
measures:  C&I, MLU, and DDM.  Values for these measures are presented in Table 7.  As 
previously mentioned, C&I utterances were truncated at 235 across participants to control for 
sample size.  As shown in Table 7, this procedure rarely had to be done in samples prior to 27 
months but was done in all but two of the samples after 27 months.  This suggests that when 






As shown in Table 7, for each child, MLU values also increased with age.  A comparison 
of the children‟s MLU to those predicted by Miller and Chapman (1981) shows that throughout 
the developmental period, they are consistent with those of MAE-speaking children.  For 
example, by the age of 24 months, the MLUs for both of the two youngest children were within 
the predicted MLU range (i.e., 1.47 – 2.37) or beyond it.  By the age of 36 months, the MLU of 
each of the five children was within the predicted MLU range (i.e., 2.47 – 3.85).  The only 
exception was CW who did not have a sample at 36 months but was already beyond this range at 
33 months.  By 51 months, the three oldest children, except DD, were within the MLU range 
(i.e., 3.71 – 5.71) predicted by Miller and Chapman (1981).  DD‟s MLU was 3.61 at 51 months 
but had already reached higher values before this point (e.g., 3.91 at 51 months and 4.37 at 39 
months).   
Finally, the children‟s DDMs are also presented in Table 7 and these values show that as 
the children aged and as their language became more complex, their DDMs increased.  This 
pattern was shown particularly for the two youngest children. Based on the dialect density 
groups of Dataset 1, AG‟s DDM went from low between 18 and 27 months to moderate (i.e., 
middle) after 27 months.  CH‟s DDM went from low between 18 and 19 months to moderate 
(i.e., middle) between 20 and 24 months and then to high from 27 to 36 months.   
Data Analysis Procedures for Dataset 1 and 2  
Language samples in both datasets were orthographically transcribed following the 
guidelines of The Child Language Development and Disorders Lab transcription manual 
(CLDD; Oetting et al., 2008).  This manual is compatible with, and expands upon, the coding 





datasets were computer-stored and analyzed using the SALT program.  For both Datasets 1 and 
2, SALT was used to calculate the language sample-derived measures and tally the number of 
auxiliaries spoken.   
General Coding Conventions 
 Each utterance was coded following the procedures of the CLDD transcription manual.   
Utterances that were incomplete and unintelligible were notated and excluded from the 
calculation of MLU and study analyses.  Fillers were also excluded from the calculation of MLU 
and study analyses.  These fillers included   oh, um, uh, hmm, whee, whoa, uhno, uhoh, and well.  
Also, to ensure the most accurate representation of the children‟s language skills, imitations and 
single word yes/no responses (including variations such as yep and no) were mazed and excluded 
from calculation of MLU and subsequent analyses.  This was done in all samples except for 
those under the age of 21 months because in these earliest samples, the children‟s language skills 
were developmentally limited to one-word utterances.   
 Within the typed transcript, bound morphemes were identified by slashes (/).  The 
following bound morphemes were slashed: progressive –ing (indicated as /ing), plural –s 
(indicated as /s), possessive –s (indicated as /z), third person present singular –s (indicated as 
/3s), and regular past tense –ed (indicated as /ed).  Contracted word forms were also slashed.  
This applied to (a) modal auxiliaries and BE when contracted with a grammatical subject or a 
wh-element (e.g., I’/ll, she/’s, what/’s); and (b) not when contracted to an auxiliary (e.g., can/n’t, 
did/n’t).  Irregular forms of negative contractions were not slashed.  These included won’t and 





morphemes rather than as two morphemes.  Also, ain’t was not slashed and was coded as one 
morpheme. 
Coding Procedures for Auxiliaries and Modals 
 For both datasets, all uses of BE, DO, and modal auxiliaries were used for the analyses.  
Once they were extracted, the appropriate word code was inserted into the SALT transcript 
following the auxiliary verb.  Following the CLDD transcription manual, the code [unconaux] 
was used to denote uncontractible BE auxiliary contexts.  A BE auxiliary verb was coded as such 
if the auxiliary could not be contracted with the preceding noun, whether the speaker contracted 
it or not.  The code [conaux] was used to denote a contractible BE auxiliary.  A BE auxiliary 
verb was coded as such if the auxiliary could be contracted with the preceding noun.  The 
auxiliary codes were also used in instances where an auxiliary verb was zero marked as in, She Ø 
running to the store.  In this case, the utterance was typed and coded as:  She *is [conaux] 
running to the store.  For the purposes of this study, three additional codes were developed to 
capture auxiliary verbs that were not included in the CLDD transcription manual; [modaux] was 
used to denote modal auxiliary verbs,  [aux] was used to denote auxiliary DO verbs, and 
[aintaux] was used to denote the use of ain’t as an auxiliary.   
 Four additional codes were created for this dissertation.  For each target form, a code 
indicating the syntactic construction was placed at the end of the utterance.  These four codes 
made it possible to track the syntactic constructions in which the children‟s auxiliaries occurred.  
These included [dec] for declaratives, [neg] for negatives, [ell] for ellipsis, and [que] for 
questions.  Examples of each syntactic construction include: 





 b.  He don‟t have no shoes on [neg]. 
 c.  Now you can [ell].   
 d.  Did you see that when it went down like that [que]? 
In some instances, it was appropriate for sentences to receive more than one syntactic 
construction code.  For example, in the utterance, Why is she not playing?, both the codes 
[que][neg] were inserted at the end of the utterance.   
Following the CLDD transcription manual, the final code to be used in this study was 
[flg] which served to flag utterances.  This code was coupled with the above-described codes to 
denote auxiliary contexts that contained nonmainstream tense, agreement (e.g., They was 
[unconaux][flg] going to the store), and double markings (e.g., I might [modaux] can 
[modaux][flg] come to the party),  utterances that are undocumented for AAE, and utterances 
that are difficult to gloss or interpret.  The use of the [flg] code enabled a complete survey of the 
children‟s nonmainstream auxiliary patterns as well as dialect-inappropriate errors of 
commission. 
Following Brown (1973) and Hadley (1993), obligatory contexts for auxiliary use and 
tense marking were determined from multiple sources including the morphosyntactic 
characteristic of a child‟s targeted utterance, the content of the surrounding discourse (e.g., 
preceding utterances, the examiner‟s utterances), and other contextual information that was 
documented in the transcript.  Decisions about omitted modals were dependent upon contextual 
information.  Omitted can was only coded when the child‟s utterance in some way conveyed 
permission, possibility, or ability or if can/can’t was in the surrounding discourse.  Likewise, 





When a judgment could not be made, the utterance was assigned the [flg] code.  For auxiliary 
DO, unnecessary DO-support in declaratives was coded as [flg], unless the auxiliary was being 
used emphatically.   
Finally, instances of aspectual BE were observed in the samples (e.g., He be sleeping 
when I get home from school).  Within AAE, these forms of BE are referred to as aspectual 
markers and include be, BIN, done, be done (Green, 1994).  These forms are distinguished from 
auxiliary BE forms in that they assign meaning to sentences instead of serving as the operator in 
syntactic operations.  Because they are thought to not share the syntactic privileges of auxiliary 
verbs, they were not included in the analyses.   
Reliability  
Transcription Reliability for Dataset 1 
As part of the original study, Stockman et al. (2008) examined point-to-point phonetic 
transcription reliability on 10% of the samples.  Both intra- and inter-observer reliability were 
above 90%.   
Transcription Reliability for Dataset 2 
Upon gaining access to this archival dataset, transcription of one language sample from 
one child (20% of the sample) was selected for inter-observer reliability.  To do this, the observer 
watched the videotape of the sample while comparing the child‟s spoken utterances with what 
had been transcribed by an independent transcriber.  The percentage of agreement was 92%.   
Intra-observer reliability was conducted to determine the accuracy of the typed language 
transcripts compared to the DVD of the language sample.  Three (10%) of the longitudinal 





the utterances and point by point agreement between the two transcripts was calculated.  The first 
measure examined the reliability of identifying C&I utterances in the samples. The number of 
C&I utterances in the two sets of samples (original and reliability) differed by an average of 6.33 
utterances (range = 0 to 11).  Percentage of agreement for this measure was 97% (642 
agreements/661 opportunities).  The second measure examined the reliability of MLU in the two 
sets of samples.  For this measure, the average MLU for the original set of samples was 4.09 and 
the average MLU for the reliability set of samples was 3.98.  The two sets differed by an average 
of .11 morphemes (range = .01 to .33).   
Coding Reliability for Dataset 1 and Dataset 2 
To determine the inter-observer reliability of the auxiliary coding specific to this project, 
~10% of all the samples (i.e., 8 of 84) was randomly selected.  The selected samples were 
independently coded by one of two doctoral students.  Procedures were identical to those used to 
code the original samples.  From these samples, two measures of coding reliability were 
calculated.  The first examined the reliability of identifying and coding the different types of 
auxiliary verb contexts (BE, DO, and modal auxiliaries) within the samples.   
The second measure examined the reliability of coding the marking options used within 
the auxiliary contexts (i.e., overtly marked, zero marked).  For the first measure, reliability was 
found to be 99% (331 agreements/332 opportunities) and for the second, reliability was found to 






CHAPTER 4:  RESULTS: DATASET 1 
Frequency of Auxiliary BE, DO, and Modal Contexts 
Across the 48 samples, there were a total of 2,446 auxiliary contexts produced.  Samples 
contained an average of 51 auxiliary contexts (range = 19 to 125; SD = 21.61), and all but two 
(96%) samples contained at least three contexts of each of the three auxiliary types (i.e., BE, DO, 
and modals).  The two without three contexts included one sample by 28HT (3;11, Female, MLU 
= 3.10)  who produced just one modal context and one by 68WS (3;9. Male, MLU = 3.66) who 
did not produce any modal contexts.   
Factors Related to the Production of Auxiliary Contexts  
Correlations were completed to determine if the total number of auxiliary contexts 
produced was related to the size of the samples or to personal variables such as the children‟s 
gender, age, nonverbal cognitive ability, or language ability as measured by standardized test 
scores, MLU, and DDM.  Significant correlations were found between the children‟s frequency 
of auxiliary contexts and their C&I utterances (r = .81) and MLU (r = .69).  These two factors, 
C&I utterances and MLU, were also significantly correlated to one another (r = .44). This 
suggests that as the children‟s language samples got longer and as the utterances within the 
samples became more complex, the number of auxiliary contexts increased.   
Table 8 presents the children‟s number of auxiliary contexts as a function of their MLU 
(i.e., four MLU levels that increased in .50 increments).  As shown in the table, the lower rates of 
auxiliary contexts were associated with samples that had MLUs of 3.50 and under, and the 
highest rates were found for the samples that had MLUs above 4.00.  An independent t-test 





groups, t(20) = -1.6, p > .05.  However, statistically reliable differences in the children‟s 
auxiliary contexts were found between the 3.00 – 3.50 and 3.51 – 4.00 groups, t(33) = -2.7, p < 
.05, and the 3.51 and 4.01 and above groups, t(24) = -2.8, p < .01.   These findings further 
support the claim that children‟s productions of auxiliary contexts increase as a function of their 
increasing language ability, or MLU.   
Table 8 
Frequency of Auxiliary Contexts by MLU Levels for Dataset 1 
















Less than 3.00 5 218.20 (15.10) 32.80 (11.10) .14 (.04) 79 (13) 
3.00 – 3.50 17 224.29 (29.54) 39.65 (12.50) .18 (.04) 73 (12) 
3.51 – 4.00 23 245.78 (44.27) 53.50 (13.93) .22 (.05) 75 (15) 
4.01 and above 8 294.50 (85.51) 80.63 (25.85) .27 (.02) 83 (10) 
a
Number of samples at each MLU level.  
b
Average number of complete and intelligible 
utterances.  
c
Average number of auxiliary contexts.  
d
Average rate of auxiliary contexts 
calculated as number of auxiliary contexts divided by number of complete and intelligible 
utterances. 
 
Factors Related to the Overt Marking of Auxiliary Contexts  
Preliminary analyses were done to determine if the children‟s percentages of overt 
marking were related to the size of the samples or personal variables, specifically gender, age, 
nonverbal cognition, and language variables, namely PLS-3 scores, MLU and dialect density.  A 
context was considered overtly marked if it was mainstream marked, either in full or contracted 
form, or nonmainstream marked.   
Results showed that the average percentages of overt marking did not differ between 





children‟s rates of overt marking were not related to age (r = .032), nonverbal cognition (r = 
.027).  Also, as shown in Table 8, the rates of overt marking did not increase as a function of 
MLU or sample size.  Rather, positive correlations were found between overall overt auxiliary 
marking and PCC-R (r = .32), PLS-3 total scores (r = .31) and DDM (r =-.69).  Both of the 
correlations with PCC-R and PLS-3 were low and when the effects of dialect density were 
controlled, the relationship between overall auxiliary marking and PCC-R and PLS-3 total scores 
disappeared.   
To further explore this relationship, the children‟s samples were analyzed by the three 
dialect density groups.   Table 9 presents the percentage of overall overt auxiliary marking as a 
function of three dialect density groups.  As shown, the 14 samples that were in the high dialect 
density group (i.e., over .21) had the lowest percentages of overt marking of auxiliary contexts.    
An independent t-test indicated that the low dialect density group‟s mean percentage of overall 
overt marking was significantly higher than the middle dialect density group‟s, t(32) = 3.2, p < 
.01, and the middle dialect density group‟s percentage was significantly higher than the high 
dialect density group‟s, t(36)= 2.8, p < .01.   
Table 9 
Percentage of Overall Overt Auxiliary Marking as a Function of Dialect Density Groups 
Dialect Group Dialect Density Range # of samples Mean (SD) 
Low .00 – .10 10 89 (07) 
Middle .11 – .20 24 77 (12) 
High .21 – .40 14 66 (10) 
 
Taken together, findings from the preliminary analyses indicate that frequency of 
auxiliary contexts was tied to developmental differences between the children.  In contrast, rate 





children.  Instead, rate of overt marking reflected the children‟s density of nonmainstream AAE 
production.  Given this, all remaining analyses of the children‟s auxiliary productions were 
examined for the group as a whole and as a function of the children‟s dialect density.   
Overt Marking for Three Auxiliary Types 
The children‟s auxiliary contexts were separated by the three auxiliary types (i.e., BE, 
DO, and modals) to determine the level of overt marking for each auxiliary type.  For all three 
auxiliary types, overt marking was calculated in two ways, as proportions and as percentages.  
The proportion of auxiliary contexts that was overtly marked was computed by dividing the 
entire group‟s total number of overtly-marked auxiliary contexts by the group‟s total number of 
auxiliary contexts.  The percentage of auxiliary contexts that was overtly marked was computed 
by dividing each child‟s number of overtly-marked auxiliary contexts by the child‟s total number 
of auxiliary contexts, and then combining these percentages for a group average.  As can be seen 
in Table 10, both the proportional and percentage data show that overt marking was highest for 
modal auxiliaries compared to BE and DO.   
Table 10 
Mean Proportion and Percentage of Overt Marking in Auxiliary Contexts 
Auxiliary type
 
Proportion of Marking Percent of Marking (SD) 
Auxiliary BE
a 
.59 55 (25) 
Auxiliary DO
b 
.80 81 (16) 
Modals .99 99 (01) 
a
Uncontractible BE includes five instances of ain’t.  
b
Auxiliary DO includes seven instances of 
ain’t. 
 
Table 10 shows large standard deviations for BE and DO relative to modals.  To further 
explore this variability, two additional analyses were done.  First, the ranges of marking for BE, 





restricted compared to the others (modals = .93 – 1.00 vs. BE = .00 – 1.00 vs. DO = .38 – 1.00).  
Next, the number of children who overtly marked the three auxiliary types at five criterion levels 
(i.e., 0 – 20%, 21 – 40%, 41 – 60%, 61 – 80%, and 81 – 100%) were compared. As shown in 
Table 11, the widest distribution across the five criterion levels was evident for auxiliary BE.  
There were at least five children (10%) represented at each of the five criterion levels which 
means that at the individual level, marking of auxiliary BE ranged from low rates (0 – 20%) to 
high rates (81 – 100%).   
Table 11  
Children‟s Percentage of Marking Levels for BE, DO, and Modals Auxiliaries 
Marking Levels Auxiliary BE Auxiliary DO Modal Auxiliaries 
0 – 20% 5 (10%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
21 – 40% 13 (27%) 1 (2%) 0 (0%) 
41 – 60% 10 (21%) 6 (13%) 0 (0%) 
61 – 80% 8 (17%) 13 (27%) 0 (0%) 
81 – 100% 12 (25%) 28 (58%) 47 (100%) 
TOTAL 48  48  47 
 
Auxiliary DO also showed some variability in the five criterion levels of marking but the 
distribution was not as wide as the BE data.  There were no children at the lowest level and the 
data were skewed towards the higher levels of marking.  Eighty-five percent of the children were 
marking DO at levels of 60% or higher whereas only 15% (n = 7) were below 60%.  The data for 
modal auxiliaries also look different from both auxiliaries BE and DO.  For modals, all of the 





Table 12 presents the data for this analysis separated by dialect density groups.  As can 
be seen, for BE, the widest distribution across the five criterion levels was evident for the middle 
dialect density group.  For this group, at least 10% of the children were at each level of overt 
marking.  In comparison, children in the low dialect density group were overwhelmingly at the 
highest level of marking (i.e., above 80%) and the majority of the children in the high dialect 
density group were at the lowest three levels of marking (i.e., less than 60%).  For DO contexts, 
the children of the low dialect density group were exclusively at the two highest levels of 
marking (i.e., above 61%) with 80% of them being at the highest level.  The majority of the 
children (88%) of the middle dialect density group were also at the two highest levels of 
marking.  A large portion (72%) of the children in the high dialect density group was also at the 
two highest levels for DO but almost a third of them (29%) were at the 41 – 60% level.  Thus for 
the high dialect density group, the children were almost equally distributed among three levels 
whereas all of the children in the low and the majority of the children in the middle dialect 
density groups were clustered in the two levels between 61 and 100%.  Finally, for modals, 
100% of the children in all three dialect density groups were in the highest marking level.   
Auxiliary Marking Options 
To explore the specific marking options that the children used, each auxiliary context was 
coded with one of three marking options.  To review, the first option was mainstream marking 
and examples were She was screaming, This one will be friends with that one, and The girl didn’t  
get in the tub.  The second marking option was zero marking and examples included This one Ø 
doing this, Where Ø this go, and I Ø be back for BE, DO, and modal auxiliaries, respectively. 





subject-verb disagreement, and double tense marking as in They is sitting down,  It don’t fit me, 
and You should can.   
Table 12 
Percentage of Marking of BE, DO, and Modals by Levels and Dialect Density Groups 
 Marking Levels 
 0 – 20% 21 – 40% 41 – 60% 61 – 80% 81 – 100% 
BE      
Low Dialect Group 0% 0% 10% 10% 80% 
Middle Dialect Group 12% 25% 21% 25% 17% 
High Dialect Group 14% 50% 29% 7% 0% 
DO      
Low Dialect Group 0% 0% 0% 20% 80% 
Middle Dialect Group 0% 4% 8% 25% 63% 
High Dialect Group 0% 0% 29% 36% 36% 
Modals      
Low Dialect Group 0% 0% 0% 0% 100% 
Middle Dialect Group 0% 0% 0% 0% 100% 
High Dialect Group 0% 0% 0% 0% 100% 
 
Two additional verbal elements included in the nonmainstream marking option were 
specifically related to auxiliary BE and auxiliary DO.  The first was the use of I’ma (e.g., I’ma 
tell on you) in place of the mainstream contracted BE auxiliary construction, I’m going to.  There 
were 11 instances of I’ma, produced by six children.  One child who produced I’ma was from the 
low dialect density group (10% of the group), four were from the middle dialect density group 
(17% of the group), and one was from the high dialect density group (7% of the group).  
The second nonmainstream marker related to BE and DO was ain’t.  Ten samples 
contained productions of ain’t; nine samples contained one instance each and one sample 
contained three.  Productions were by one child in the low dialect density group (10% of the 





the high dialect density group (29% of the group).  The child who produced three instances of 
ain’t was in the high dialect density group.  Of the 12 productions of ain’t, five instances of ain’t 
were substitutions for BE and the other seven productions of ain’t were substitutions for DO.   
Given that the current study was framed as an investigation of auxiliary verbs in the 
context of AAE, the nonmainstream marked productions in the following analyses were 
classified as the form type that matched the AAE production.  Therefore, They is productions 
were counted as contexts for is, I’ma productions were classified as am contexts, and ain’t 
contexts were classified as such, however, whether the ain’t forms substituted for BE or DO was 
noted when relevant.   
In Table 13, the sums and relative frequencies (reported as percentages) of the marking 
options for each auxiliary type are presented.  When the marking options of all three auxiliary 
types were considered, the data showed three commonalities.  First, the most commonly used 
marking option across all three types was the mainstream option.    
Table 13 
Marking Options for Different Auxiliary Types:  Frequency Counts and Proportions 





AUXILIARY BE 570 (57%) 27 (3%)
a 
410 (40%) 1007 
 





MODALS 683 (99%) 1 (<1%) 3 (<1%) 
 
687 
TOTAL 1765 (72%) 121 (5%) 560 (23%) 2446 
a
Includes 5 instances of ain’t for BE.  
b
Includes 7 instances of ain’t for DO. 
Second, across all three types of auxiliaries, the least used option was nonmainstream 





nonmainstream overt marking and this took the form of a double modal construction; a should + 
can combination.  For BE and DO auxiliaries, utterances in the nonmainstream overt marking 
category typically reflected subject-verb disagreement (e.g., Both of us is going to my nana 
house and Because it don’t got no tires), I’ma constructions and ain’t.  Finally, although the third 
marking option, zero marking was used by the group at least once in each of the three auxiliary 
contexts, it was only a productive option for BE and DO.  Of these two auxiliary contexts, it was 
more prominent in BE contexts compared to DO.     
Table 14 
Frequency Counts and Percentages of Marking Option by Auxiliary Type and Dialect Group   






AUXILIARY BE     
Low Dialect Density 151 (82%) 5 (3%)  28 (15%) 184 
Medium Dialect Density 268 (59%) 15 (3%) 176 (38%) 458 
High Dialect Density 151 (42%) 7 (1%) 206 (57%) 364 
AUXILIARY DO     
Low Dialect Density 114 (80%) 11 (7%) 18 (12%) 143 
Medium Dialect Density 237 (68%) 52 (14%) 62 (18%) 351 
High Dialect Density 161 (63%) 30 (10%) 67 (27%) 258 
MODALS     
Low Dialect Density 131 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 131 
Medium Dialect Density 305 (99%) 1 (<1%) 1 (<1%) 308 
High Dialect Density 247 (99%) 0 (0%) 2 (1%) 249 
TOTAL 1765 (72%) 121 (5%) 560 (23%) 2446 
a
Includes counts of ain’t for BE and DO. 
 Table 14 separates these data by the three dialect density groups.  For auxiliary BE 
contexts, the data show that for both the low and middle dialect density groups, the mainstream 
marking option was the most frequently used option followed by the zero marking option.  In 
contrast, the high dialect density group used the zero marking option most often followed by the 





most often, followed by the zero marking option.  In modal contexts, all three dialect density 
groups used the mainstream option at least 99% of the time.   
The Influence of Various Linguistic Variables on Overt Marking of Auxiliary Contexts 
Auxiliary BE Marking by Following Verbal Element.  
Following Green et al., (2007), the auxiliary BE contexts were separated by three verbal 
elements produced within the utterance:  BE + gon/gonna, BE + finna/fixing to, BE + V-ing.  
Visual inspection of the sums and rates listed in Table 15 reveal that the percentages of marking 
of BE + gon/gonna and BE + V-ing contexts were moderate and that of the three verbal 
elements, the percentage of overt auxiliary marking was lowest for BE contexts preceding 
finna/fixing to.  This context was marked less than 20% of the time.   
Table 15 
Frequency and Rate of BE Marking as a Function of Following Verbal Context 
Auxiliary Context Frequency of Marked 
Forms 
Frequency of Zero 
Marked Forms 
Rate of marking (SD) 
BE + V-ing 312 229 .51 (.31) 
BE + gon/gonna 163 112 .57 (.31) 
BE + finna/fixing to 4 17 .19 (.40) 
  
The data for this analysis were separated by the children‟s dialect density group to 
determine if the succeeding verbal context influenced the overt marking of BE contexts in the 
same way across the low, middle, and high dialect density groups.  Table 16 shows the average 
rate of marking for the three dialect density groups.  For all three dialect density groups, there is 
no difference in the percentages of marking between the BE + V-ing and BE + gon/gonna 





for the low dialect density group, followed by the middle dialect density group, and then the high 
dialect density group.  For the BE + finna/fixing to contexts, there were no instances by the low 
dialect density group and only one by the middle dialect density group.  The high dialect density 
group had the highest number of BE + finna/fixing to contexts.  Thus, for BE + finna/fixing to 
contexts, dialectal differences related to the number that each group produced rather than to the 
percent at which they overtly marked these contexts.   
Table 16   
Percent of BE Marking as a Function of Preceding Verbal Context and Dialect Density Group 
 # of Contexts Percentage of Marking (SD) 
Low Dialect Group   
BE + V-ing 110 85 (15) 
BE + gon/gonna 50 89 (17) 
BE + finna/fixing to  0 -- 
Middle Dialect Group   
BE + V-ing 251 45 (32) 
BE + gon/gonna 133 56 (32) 
BE + finna/fixing to 1 0 (--) 
High Dialect Group   
BE + V-ing 180 39 (24) 
BE + gon/gonna 92  38 (20) 
BE + finna/fixing to 20 23 (44) 
  
Auxiliary BE Marking by Form. The next analysis examined overt auxiliary BE 
marking as a function of form: am, is, are,was, were.  As shown in Table 17, the proportion of 
marking was highest for was/were and am, and lowest for are.  The percentages of overt marking 
of the different BE forms are also presented and as shown, they closely match the proportional 
data.    
Table 18 presents the overt marking data of the three inflections of BE separated by the 





and for the low and high dialect density groups, marking was lowest for are.  For the middle 
dialect density group, high overt marking of am was followed by comparable percentages for is 
and are.   
Table 17 
 
Frequency, Percentage and Proportion of BE Marking as a Function of Form  
 

















































































Auxiliary BE, DO, and Modal Marking by Syntactic Constructions. For this final 
analysis, the auxiliary contexts were separated into four different syntactic constructions.  Table 
19 presents the percentages of marking for BE, DO, and modal auxiliaries in declarative, 
question, elliptical and negative constructions.  As shown in the table, rate of overt marking 
differed for both BE and DO depending on syntactic construction, but did not differ as a function 
of syntactic construction for modals.  For auxiliary BE, marking was high in elliptical and 
negative contexts but considerably lower in questions and declaratives. For auxiliary DO, 





and DO modals, percent of overt marking was high for modals regardless of syntactic 
construction.   
Table 18   
Percent of Marking of BE as a Function of Form and Dialect Density Group 
 # of contexts Percentage of Marking (SD) 
Low Dialect Density Group   
am  30 90 (32) 
are 42 70 (41) 
is 106 88 (17) 
was/were 7 100 (0) 
Middle Dialect Density Group   
am 101 82 (31) 
are 112 42 (34) 
is 236 42 (32) 
was/were 6 100 (0) 
High Dialect Density Group   
am 65 78 (24) 
are 74 27 (26) 
is 217 34 (19) 
was/were 5 100 (0) 
 
Next, the marking data for the syntactic constructions analysis were separated by the 
three dialect density groups.  The data in Table 20 show that the low dialect density group 
overtly marked BE at percentages higher than 80 in all four syntactic constructions.  In contrast, 
the middle dialect density group overtly marked BE at percentages higher than 80 only in 
elliptical constructions.  The high dialect density group overtly marked BE at percentages higher 
than 80% only in elliptical constructions.   
For auxiliary DO question contexts, percentages of overt marking were moderate for the 
low dialect density group, and low for the middle and high dialect density groups.  For all other 





percentages of overt marking in the four syntactic constructions did not vary by dialect density 
group.  Each of the three dialect density groups overtly marked modal contexts at high rates 
across the four syntactic constructions.   
Table 19   
Percent of Auxiliary Marking as a Function of Syntactic Construction 
 Declaratives 
(n = 1199) 
Questions 
(n = 438) 
Ellipsis 
(n = 97) 
Negatives 
(n = 712) 
Auxiliary BE 
Mean (SD) 






























































Summary of Dataset 1 Findings 
Three-and-a-half-year-old AAE-speaking children produce an auxiliary system that 
consists of three auxiliary types:  BE, DO, and modals.  Related to the children‟s production of 
auxiliary contexts were their MLUs and number of C&I utterances.  Related to the children‟s 
overt marking of auxiliary contexts were their dialect densities.  This high relationship justified 
the separation of three dialect density groups (low, medium, and high) in all subsequent analyses.   
Of all three auxiliary types, modal contexts were overtly marked at the highest rate, 





groups further showed that the low and middle dialect density groups used a mainstream overt 
marker most often in BE contexts whereas the high dialect density group used the zero marker 
most often in BE contexts.  In DO and modals contexts, all three groups used the mainstream 
marker most often.   
Table 20 
 





# of contexts 
Questions 
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# of contexts 
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# of contexts 
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Mean (SD) 
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 The children‟s auxiliary data were further analyzed to examine the influence of various 





children‟s overt marking of BE.  Results showed that overt marking of BE was influenced by the 
linguistic variables examined, and the nature of the influence was dependent upon the child‟s 
dialect density group.  For the low dialect density group, the influence of the linguistic variables 
was minimal.  Rates of marking were high (> 85%) when followed by both V-ing and 
gon/gonna.  Rates were also high (> 70%) for all forms of BE with rates of am, is, was/were 
ranging from 88 – 100%.  For the medium dialect density group, rates of marking were in the 
moderate range (40 – 50%) for both V-ing and gon/gonna.  Rates were high (≥ 80%) for am and 
was/were but were in the moderate range (42%) for is and are.  For the high dialect density 
group, there were low rates (38 – 39%) for both V-ing and gon/gonna with slightly lower rates 
(23%) for finna/fixing to.  Rates were high for was/were (100%), high but lower (78%) for am, 
and very low (27 – 34%) for is and are.   
 In the final analysis that examined the influence of syntactic construction on the overt 
marking of BE, DO, and modal contexts, the extent of the influence of syntactic construction was 
also dependent upon the dialect density groups.  The children in the low dialect density group 
produced overt BE auxiliaries at high rates (≥ 83%) in all four syntactic constructions.  The 
children in the middle dialect density group produced high rates for BE in elliptical 
constructions, but low rates for declaratives and moderate rates for negatives and questions.  The 
children in the high dialect density group produced high rates in elliptical constructions, 






For all dialect density groups, overt marking of DO was 100% in all syntactic 
constructions except questions.  Within questions, rate of overt marking was 50% for the low 
dialect density group, and below 30% for the middle and high dialect density groups.   
For all three dialect density groups, overt marking of modals was high (≤ 99%) regardless 
of syntactic construction; however, modal contexts were produced more frequently in 





CHAPTER 5:  RESULTS: DATASET 2 
 The purpose of this dataset was to document the system‟s emergence and use of BE, DO, 
and modals over time.   In the first set of analyses, the acquisition of the three auxiliary types 
was examined separately from 18 to 51 months.  Then the three types were examined together as 
a system, and the developmental trajectories of BE, DO, and modals were compared and 
contrasted.  This was followed by an analysis of overt marking of BE, DO, and modals as a 
function of the sentential elements that were explored in Dataset 1.  With this dataset; however, 
the young ages and the longitudinal nature of the data precluded an examination of these 
children‟s dialect densities.   
As a preliminary to the main data analyses, the children‟s overall language ability (as 
measured by MLU) was examined over time.  As shown in Figure 2, over the sampling period 
for each child, MLU grew in a linear fashion.  As shown in Figure 5, the number of auxiliary 
contexts across the samples ranged from 0 to 110 and also grew in a linear fashion.     
Table 21 combines data from Figure 2 and Figure 3 to further illustrate the relation 
between the children‟s ages, MLUs, and auxiliary contexts.  In the table, the samples were 
separated into four groups and as shown, the samples with the lowest MLU values tended to also 
have the least amount of auxiliary contexts.  Generally, the samples at the lowest two MLU 
levels were those of the two youngest children, CH and AG, and the samples at the MLUs above 
3.01 were those of CW, LA, and DD.  Together, the results of these analyses show that just as 
the children‟s overall linguistic systems developed as they aged, so did their ability to produce 






Figure 2.  MLU Values by Age  
 
 







Mean (SD) Frequency, Age, and Rate of Auxiliary Contexts by MLU Levels for Longitudinal 
Samples 
 
MLU levels # of 
samples 
# of  
children 







1.00 and 2.00 6 2 19.83 (1.72) 1.00 (1.27) .006 
 
2.01 and 3.00 6 3 29.20 (6.06) 18.00 (8.75) .06 
 
3.01 and 4.00 17 4 39.65 (6.13) 48.65 (18.39) .21 
 
4.01 and above 7 4 41.57 (8.10) 69.71 (25.75) .30 
a
Rate is calculated as the sum of auxiliary contexts divided by the sum of C&I utterances. 
 Given that the children‟s ages were positively related to their MLU values and the 
frequency of their auxiliary contexts, it was sensible to determine if another aspect of the 
auxiliary system, the percentage of overt marking within all auxiliary contexts, also increased 
with age.  Figure 4 presents the children‟s percentages of overt marking for all auxiliary contexts 
by age.   
 






As shown, the increasing linear pattern that was shown for MLU and frequency of auxiliary 
contexts as a function of age, was not shown for the children‟s percentage of overt marking.  
Instead, a fluctuating pattern, which is characteristic of auxiliary marking by very young children 
learning different dialects of English, was shown.  In the following section, the children‟s data 
were used to further explore this fluctuation.    
The Emergence and Use of BE, DO, and Modal Auxiliaries 
 Auxiliary BE   
As shown in Table 22, no auxiliary BE contexts were produced by either child before the 
age of 19 months.  Both children‟s data showed that the initial appearance of auxiliaries began 
between 20 and 24 months.  These earliest auxiliary contexts were overtly marked with first 
person contractible BE auxiliary forms (either I’m or I’ma as in I’m gonna knock you down and 
I’ma give this to Big Bird) or ain’t (e.g., They ain’t gon stand), or they were unmarked contexts 
of is (e.g., Lissie gon play with ball).  The children‟s percentages of overt marking were high but 
these percentages were based on a limited number of auxiliary BE contexts. 
Between 24 and 33 months, both children‟s data showed that their subject+auxiliary 
combinations in overt forms were largely restricted to first person subjects (i.e., I’m) and 
contractible auxiliary BE forms (e.g., it’s as in It’s going up).  Auxiliary contexts with second 
and third person subjects were also produced but they were always unmarked (e.g., Me and you 
gon race cars, Carlos and He going to his grandmother).  The use of ain’t as auxiliary BE forms 
first appeared for one child during this time frame (e.g., I ain’t playing).  Also during this time 
frame, variable production of auxiliary BE contexts became evident for both children and as 





By 33 months, the children began producing a wider range of BE forms that included 
some uncontracted forms (e.g., was as in And he was beating my baby).  After 33 months, all five 
children produced at least three different overt forms of BE as well as unmarked forms of BE 
within every analyzed sample.   
Between 39 and 51 months, unmarked forms of BE were produced by every child within 
each sample and percentages of overt marking continued to fluctuate from sample to sample.  By 
51 months, the three oldest children were producing up to seven forms of BE as well as zero 
marked forms, and their percentages of overt marking ranged from 48% to 83%.   
 Auxiliary DO   
 As shown in Table 23, neither child had produced any DO contexts prior to 20 months.  
The earliest appearance of DO contexts in the children‟s language occurred between 20 and 24 
months.  During this time frame, the children‟s DO contexts were comprised mainly of overt 
productions of don’t that were either combined with a first person subject (e.g., I don’t want it) 
or produced as an imperative (e.g, Don’t break it).  Also shown, between 20 and 24 months, the 
children‟s percentages of overt marking of DO contexts were high but these percentages were 
based on a limited number of contexts.   
Between 24 and 33 months, the children began using unmarked forms of DO as in Why 
you got that car?.  As will be shown in later analyses, the appearance of unmarked forms of DO 
corresponded with the children‟s first use of question constructions involving DO.  Also during 
this time frame, the children began using other overt forms of DO such as did.  As shown in 







Ages at Which Children Used Different Forms of BE
a 
Ages (in months) 
 18 19 20 24 27 30 33 36 39 42 45 48 51 
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Bolding indicates first use of form.  
b
Question marks indicate that it was unclear whether the /’s was functioning as an auxiliary or as 






Ages at Which Children Used Different Forms of DO
a 
Ages (in months) 
 18 19 20 24 27 30 33 36 39 42 45 48 51 























     










     













     








     













































































































































Ages at Which Children Used Various Forms of Modals
a 
Ages (in months) 
 18 19 20 24 27 30 33 36 39 42 45 48 51 
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Between 24 and 33 months, the children‟s percentages of overt marking fluctuated from sample 
to sample.   
Between 33 and 39 months the children‟s inventory of overtly produced DO forms began 
to expand to include didn’t (e.g., I didn’t got one yet), did (e.g., You did so), and do (e.g., I do).  
During this time frame, unmarked forms of DO were used in each sample by all but one child.  
Finally, from 39 to 51 months, the children‟s DO forms continued to expand, or proliferate as 
they aged but percentages of overt marking continued to be variable.  By 51 months, the children 
produced up to five overt forms of DO as well as the zero form.  By this age, the children‟s 
percentages of overt marking of DO ranged from 47% to 64%.   
Modal Auxiliary  
 As shown in Table 24, no modal auxiliaries were produced by either child before the age 
of 19 months.  Between 19 and 20 months, modal contexts made their initial appearance in both 
children‟s language samples and each of these initial contexts were overtly marked.  For both CH 
and AG, the first overtly produced modal was contracted to the negative /n’t (i.e., can’t and 
won’t).  Between 20 and 30 months, the production of modal contexts was limited.  Neither child 
produced more than two modal contexts within a single sample but in all but one context, modals 
were overtly produced.   
Around 30 months, both children showed an increase in the number of modal auxiliary 
contexts.  In fact, after 30 months, CH and AG produced as many as six modal contexts within 
their samples.  Around the age of 36 months, the children showed a proliferation of modal forms 





samples, unmarked modal contexts were extremely rare (6 out of 218 contexts).  By 51 months, 
the children were producing up to eight overt modal forms within their samples.   
Comparison of BE, DO, and Modal Emergence:  Order of Emergence 
 Next, the children‟s data of BE, DO and modals were examined as a system to allow for 
comparisons.  First, the order of emergence of the three auxiliary types was analyzed, followed 
by an analysis of the children‟s early uses, and their rates of overt marking.   To compare the 
children‟s emergence of the three auxiliary types, the two youngest children‟s data were 
analyzed using four different criteria.  These criteria ranged from very liberal to very 
conservative.  The liberal criterion minimized the possibility of under-representing the children‟s 
linguistic ability and the conservative criterion minimized the possibility of over representing the 
children‟s linguistic ability  
The first analysis represented the use of the most liberal criterion – the age of the first 
overt use of each of the three auxiliary types following Wells (1979).  First use refers to the 
child‟s first production of the auxiliary.  When this criterion was applied to the data, DO and 
modal auxiliaries emerged prior to their auxiliary BE for both CH and AG.   
 The second criterion of emergence was slightly more conservative than the first.  It was 
the age at which two different forms were overtly produced (e.g, does and did for auxiliary DO) 
within a sample.  When this criterion was applied to the data, CH‟s BE emerged first, modals 
emerged second, and DO emerged last, and AG‟s BE and modals emerged first followed by DO.  
Thus, across the two children, when this criterion of emergence was used, BE and modals 





 The third criterion of emergence was slightly more conservative than the second and is 
based on work by Hadley (1993) and Rispoli, Hadley and Holt (2009).  This criterion requires 
that an auxiliary verb must be produced in full form or contracted to a nominal subject (e.g., She 
is walking to school or Kesha is walking to school) to protect against over-crediting unanalyzed 
chunks or frozen forms (e.g., what’s, that’s, don’t).  When this criterion was applied, CH‟s 
modals emerged first followed by DO and then BE and AG‟s modals emerged first followed by 
BE and DO, which emerged together.  Importantly, for both children, modals emerged before BE 
and DO according to this criterion.      
 The final criterion of emergence, age of proliferation, was the most conservative.  This 
criterion is based on work by Wells (1979), Richards (1990) and Stockman and Vaughn-Cooke 
(1982).  The age of proliferation refers to the age at which there is an explosion or significant 
growth in the production of forms for an auxiliary type. Thus, using this criterion, an auxiliary 
type was not said to have emerged in a child‟s language until s/he demonstrated use of several 
(i.e., 3) different forms of an auxiliary type (e.g., did, does, didn’t for auxiliary DO) within a 
single language sample as evidence that the child had anchored the auxiliary type in his/her 
language.  When this criterion was applied to the data, CH‟s DO auxiliaries emerged first and 
was followed by her BE and modal auxiliaries, which emerged together.  AG‟s BE auxiliaries 
emerged earliest, followed by his DO auxiliaries.  By the criterion of proliferation, modals did 
not emerge in AG‟s language during the course of observation.   
As shown in Table 25, the four different criteria yielded estimates of emergence that 
varied considerably.  Using the most liberal criteria (i.e., age of first appearance), the age of 





when the most conservative criteria was used, emergence of the full system was as late as 33 
months and beyond.  Undoubtedly, the difference between 20 and 33 months (i.e., 13 months) is 
a large one in terms of development and suggests the potential differences that result from 
emergence criteria that range from liberal to conservative.  Additionally, the different criteria 
revealed different orders of emergence between the three auxiliary types.  Of the four criteria, 
only one (i.e., age of initial use) yielded an order that was the same across both children.    
Table 25 
Ages of Emergence of Four Auxiliary Types Based on Four Different Stringency Criteria  
Criterion (in order from least conservative to most) BE DO Modals 
Age of initial use     
- First single instance CH 20 mos. 19 mos. 19 mos. 
AG 24 mos. 20 mos. 20 mos. 
Age of two forms     
- Two forms of an auxiliary type CH 20 mos. 24 mos. 24 mos. 
AG 27 mos. 33 mos. 27 mos. 
Age of full forms     
- Full form or contracted to a nominal subject;  CH 33 mos. 27 mos. 19 mos. 
 Don’t not considered sufficient evidence AG 33 mos. 33 mos. 20 mos. 
 
Age of proliferation     
- At least three different forms of an auxiliary type CH 33 mos. 30 mos. 33 mos. 
AG 33 mos. 36 mos. -- 
Note:  Ages in bold indicates the auxiliary type that was the first to emerge.  Dash indicates that 
auxiliary type did not emerge according to criteria. 
 
Although the ages of emergence varied by criteria, the information in Table 25 can be 
coupled with the data in Tables 22 – 24 to sketch developmental stages of the children‟s 
auxiliary system.  These stages are presented in Table 26.  As can be seen, there are two sets of 
stages – one for both BE and DO, and one for modal auxiliaries.  The stages for BE and DO are 
presented together because the data showed the developmental trajectories to be similar.  For 





children primarily use selected forms for BE and DO.  For BE, it was I’m and it’s and for DO, it 
was don’t.  These forms have been argued in past literature to be syntactically frozen or 
unanalyzed forms (Green, in press; Hadley, 1993; Richards, 1990; Rispoli, Hadley & Holt, 
2009).  If this is the case, the data suggest that during the earliest ages of acquisition, in addition 
to instances of unmarked forms, children repeatedly use forms that are more syntactically 
accessible and this, along with a limited number of tokens, yield initial high percentages of overt 
marking. Around the age of two, children continued to use their earliest forms of BE and DO as 
well as unmarked forms and this led to variable percentages of marking from sample to sample.  
Around age three, new forms of BE and DO appeared in the children‟s samples and their 
inventory of forms expanded.  By 51 months, the children were spontaneously producing 
numerous overt forms of both BE and DO and well as unmarked forms.   
Although the developmental trajectory of modals differs from that of BE and DO, some 
aspects of the acquisition of modals were consistent with the acquisition of BE and DO.  For 
example, similar to BE and DO, modal acquisition began with a period of no production of 
contexts followed by a period in which contexts first appear but their productions were limited in 
number and form.  Similar to BE and DO, modals showed a period of proliferation around the 
age of three.  However, in contrast to the acquisition of BE and DO, the acquisition of modals 
did not involve productions of nonmainstream forms and from the earliest ages of production 
through 51 months, the children produced overt forms of modals in all of their modal contexts, 
with very few exceptions.  
Finally, the percentages of overt marking of BE, DO, and modals across the 





and modals over time is presented in Figure 5.  As previously indicated, with all three auxiliary 
types, at the earliest ages, percentages were based on a limited number of contexts and often, the 
repetitive use of the same forms (e.g., I’ma, don’t).  In turn, percentages of marking for all three 
types are high (i.e., between 80 and 100%) at the earliest ages of production (i.e., 18 and 19 
months).  However, beyond the youngest ages of production (i.e., 18 and 19 months), the 
percentages of overt marking fall in the 40% range for BE and the 60% range for DO, and from 
there, show a variable pattern with percentages of overt marking ranging between 40% and 85% 
for BE, and 50% and 90% for DO.   
 
Figure 5. Percentage of Overt Marking Over Time for All Three Auxiliary Types as Summarized 
Across the Five Participants 
In contrast, beyond the youngest ages of modal contexts production, consistently high 
percentages of overt marking for modals were apparent across the developmental period.  These 
results show that the pattern of overt marking was similar for BE and DO (although BE is 





Table 26  
Data Driven Stages of BE, DO, and Modal Acquisition 
 BE DO  Modals 
18 – 19 months 
CH: 1.11 – 2.41 
AG: 1.36 – 1.72 
 
No production of auxiliary BE 
contexts. 





No production of modal auxiliary 
contexts. 
 
20 – 24 months 
CH: 2.41 – 2.59 
AG: 1.72 – 1.82 
First appearance of auxiliary BE 
contexts; initial contexts are 
overtly marked with I’ma and I’m 
for contexts with 1st person 
subjects, or unmarked in contexts 
of is. 
 
First appearance of auxiliary DO 
contexts in declarative 
constructions.  Initial contexts are 
overtly marked with don’t. 
19 – 20 months 
CH: 1.40 – 2.41 
AG: 1.42 – 1.72 
First appearance of modal 
auxiliary contexts. Initial contexts 
are overtly marked with forms 
contracted to negative particle 
/n’t.  
 
24 – 33 months 
CH: 2.41 – 3.86 
AG: 1.72 – 3.00 
Auxiliary contexts with 1st person 
subjects are produced and overtly 
marked with I’ma and I’m.  
Contexts with 2nd and 3rd person 
subjects are produced with 
unmarked.  First appearance of 
ain’t for BE. Variable marking of 
BE becomes evident. 
First appearance of auxiliary DO 
contexts in question constructions; 
these questions do not include 
overt auxiliary DO forms.  First 
appearance of overt auxiliary DO 
forms other than don’t.  First 
appearance of ain’t for DO. 
Variable marking of DO becomes 
evident. 
 
20 – 30 months 
CH: 2.41 – 3.96 
AG: 1.72 – 2.66 
Limited production of auxiliary 
contexts.  During this time, no 
more than two contexts are 
produced. 
33 – 39 months 
CH: 3.86 + 
AG: 3.00 + 
CW: 4.09 – 4.47 
LA: 3.14 – 3.51 
DD: 2.94 – 4.37 
First appearance of production of 
uncontracted BE form.  
Proliferation of auxiliary BE forms 
evident. Variable marking evident.   
Proliferation of DO forms evident.  
Variable marking evident. 
30 – 51 months 
CH: 3.96 + 
AG: 2.66 + 
CW: 4.09 + 
LA: 3.14 + 
DD: 2.94 + 
Increased number of modal 
contexts are produced.  Number 
of different forms begins to 
increase around 36 months and 
proliferate through 51 months.  
By 51 months, up to eight overt 
forms are produced.  Majority, if 
not all of modal contexts, contain 
an overt marker. 
39 – 51 months 
CW: 4.47 + 
LA: 3.51 + 
DD: 4.37 + 
Continued proliferation of forms.  
Up to seven overt forms produced 
as well as unmarked forms. 
Variable marking evident. 
Continued proliferation of forms.  
Up to five overt forms produced as 







The Influence of Various Linguistic Variables on Overt Marking of Auxiliary Contexts 
 As illustrated in Figure 5, the children‟s overt marking was most variable in auxiliary BE 
contexts followed by DO contexts.  To further explore this variability, these contexts were 
examined to determine when sentential elements begin to influence the overt marking of young 
children who are developing AAE.  For each of the sentential elements (i.e., succeeding contexts, 
subject/person, tense, and syntactic construction), two analyses were conducted.  The first, 
examined the initial appearance and number of contexts as a function of the linguistic factor 
being analyzed and the second analysis examined the percentages of marking as a function of the 
linguistic factor being analyzed.    
Auxiliary BE Marking by Following Verbal Element   
The first analysis examined the BE contexts according to three succeeding verbal 
elements:  gon/gonna, finna/fixing to, and V-ing.  The five children‟s data for this analysis are 
presented in Table 27.  Consistent with Dataset 1, of the three contexts, the frequency of contexts 
was highest for BE + V-ing and BE + gon/gonna.  Noticeably missing from the table is data for 
BE + finna/fixing to.  This is because there were no instances of BE + finna/fixing to produced by 
any of the children during the sampling period.  As shown in the table, for the two youngest 
children, the first appearance of BE + V-ing and BE + gon/gonna contexts occurred within the 
same language sample (i.e., at 20 months) or in consecutive language samples (i.e., at 24 and 27 
months).  
Next, using the data in Table 27, the children‟s percentages of overt marking for BE + 
gon/gonna and BE + V-ing were compared in samples that contained at least three BE tokens for 





gon/gonna and BE + V-ing.  Of the 18 samples, the percentages of overt marking of the two 
contexts were compared and the context that had the highest percentage of overt marking was 
indicated with an asterisk within the table.  As can be seen, of the 18 samples, one sample 
showed no difference in the percentages of marking between the two contexts, four samples 
showed higher overt marking percentages for BE + gon/gonna, and 13 samples showed higher 
overt marking percentages for BE + V-ing.  Thus, when within-in sample comparisons were 
made between the two contexts, 72% of the comparisons showed an overt marking advantage for 
BE + V-ing, and this trend became particularly evident after 45 months of age.   
Auxiliary BE Marking by Form 
The second analysis examined overt auxiliary BE marking as a function of the BE form.  
As shown in Table 28, am and is appeared first within the samples followed by are and 
was/were.  Next, within the table, all of the samples that contained more than three instances of 
is, are, and am were bolded to evaluate the influence of the number and percentage of children‟s 
overt marking of BE.   Across all five children, eight samples contained at least three contexts of 
is, are, and am.  Of the eight samples, all eight showed the children‟s overt marking to be highest 
in am contexts, and all but one showed the children‟s overt marking to be second-highest in is 
contexts compared to are contexts.  In comparison to is and are, overt marking of am was less 
variable and higher across the sampling period.  The children‟s overt marking in was/were 
contexts was also high and less variable than is and are although the number of these contexts 
produced was considerably lower. With only a few exceptions, overt marking of am and 






Number of Contexts and Percentages of Overt Marking of BE + gon/gonna and BE + V-ing
a
  
Ages (in months) 
  18 19 20 24 27 30 33 36 39 42 45 48 51 
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67% 
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For samples that contained more than three contexts for both BE+gon/gonna and BE + V-ing, the two sets of data are bolded.  Of the 





Auxiliaries BE, DO, and Modals Marking by Syntactic Constructions   
The final linguistic variable that was examined was syntactic construction, and all three 
auxiliary types were used for this analysis.  
Overt Production of Auxiliary BE by Syntactic Construction.  
The children‟s BE data by the four syntactic constructions are presented in Table 29.  As 
shown, the earliest instances of BE contexts were largely restricted to declarative constructions. 
By 24 months, both CH and AG had at least one production of a declarative BE construction, 
and by 33 months, both children‟s samples contained multiple declarative BE constructions.  
Thus, the production of BE declarative constructions increased by age and were produced before 
other syntactic constructions.  In contrast, there were very few instances of BE productions 
within questions and negatives produced before 33 months and there were no instances of BE 
productions in elliptical constructions before 36 months.   
The data of the three oldest children also show that by age 33 months, children produced 
multiple instances of BE declarative constructions.  Multiple instances of BE declaratives also 
continued to be produced throughout the sampling period.  After 33 months, the number of 
question and negative constructions remained low, never exceeding four.  Between 39 and 51 
months, in all but one sample (LA at 45 months), there was never more than two elliptical 
constructions produced within a sample. 
Given the limited tokens of BE contexts within some of the syntactic constructions of 
interest, the criterion of three tokens per sample could not be utilized to evaluate the influence of 
this variable.  Nevertheless, visual inspection of Table 29 shows that from 20 to 51 months, the 





percentages of marking in questions, and high, steady percentages of marking in elliptical 
contexts.   
 Overt Production of Auxiliary DO by Syntactic Construction.   
 As shown in Table 30, for both of the two youngest children, DO contexts made their 
appearance first in negative constructions followed by question constructions, and then elliptical 
constructions.  Across the sampling period, negative constructions were produced most often 
whereas elliptical constructions were low in number.  
 Again, given the limited tokens of DO contexts across the various syntactic constructions 
of interest, the criterion of three tokens within the same sample could not be utilized to evaluate 
the overt marking of DO in negatives, questions, and elliptical constructions.  Nevertheless, the 
data showed high rates of overt marking across time in negative and elliptical constructions.  In 
contrast, DO forms were zero marked in nearly all question constructions across the 
developmental period.   
 Overt Production of Modal Auxiliaries by Syntactic Construction.    
 As shown in Table 31, for both of the youngest children‟s data, modals appeared in 
negative constructions before appearing in any other construction.  Between 19 and 36 months, 
there were a limited number of declarative and question constructions involving modals, and 
there were no elliptical modal constructions.  By 39 months, all three of the older children‟s 
samples contained modal contexts within declarative, question, and negative constructions, but 
they contained very few modals in elliptical constructions across the sampling period.   
As with the other two auxiliary types, given the limited tokens of auxiliary contexts 





be employed to evaluate the effect of syntactic construction on the children‟s modal productions.    
Nevertheless, inspection of the data showed high percentages of marking for all four syntactic 
constructions across the developmental period.  The few instances of zero marking of modals 
occurred in declarative, question and negative constructions.   
Analysis of BE, DO, and Modal Negative Constructions  
 The final analysis evaluated whether the percentages of BE, DO, and modal overt 
marking was related to underlying syntactic position and obligations for syntactic movement.  
Recall from Chapter 2 that past studies have suggested that modals should be the easiest to 
acquire because they remain fixed in their base-generated position in the underlying syntactic 
structure and do not involve [V]-to-[I] movement or insertion at [I].   
To examine this, the percentages of overt marking in negative constructions of BE, DO, 
and modals of the children were analyzed.  Negative constructions were analyzed because 
movement in declaratives is vacuous, meaning that movement has no effect on the linear order of 
the sentence unless there is intervening material such as an adverb or a negative particle between 
[V] and [I].  When the negative constructions of BE, DO, and modals were examined, results 
showed that modal auxiliaries had the least number of zero marked contexts across the five 
children between 19 and 51 months (i.e., six for modals, 230 for BE, and 107 for DO).  Thus, of 
the three auxiliary types, the highest percentages of overt marking were found for modals, the 
auxiliary type that does not involve the syntactic transformations required of the other two 
auxiliary types.  The lowest and most variable percentages of overt marking were found for BE, 







Number of Contexts and Percentages of Overt Marking of BE Inflections
a 
Ages (in months) 
  18 19 20 24 27 30 33 36 39 42 45 48 51 
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was/were CH       4 
100% 
      
 AG       
 
       
 CW         1 
100% 













Samples containing three of more contexts of is, are, and am are bolded.  Two asterisks indicate the context with the highest 






Number of Contexts and Percentages of Overt Marking of BE Auxiliary across Syntactic Constructions and Age 
Ages (in months) 
  18 19 20 24 27 30 33 36 39 42 45 48 51 
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Questions               
 CH             1 
0% 
   1 
0% 
        
 AG             1 
0% 
   1 
0% 
        
 CW           1 
0% 
   1 
0% 
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0% 














Negation               
 CH          1 
100% 
   1 
100% 
           
 AG 
 
                             
 CW           3 
33% 






 LA             2 
100% 
   1 
100% 
   2 
100% 








   
Ellipsis               
 CH 
 
                             
 AG 
 
                             




 LA             2 
100% 




   










Number of Contexts and Percentages of Overt Marking of DO Auxiliary across Syntactic Constructions and Age 
Ages (in months) 
  18 19 20 24 27 30 33 36 39 42 45 48 51 
Declaratives               
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 AG                      1 
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 CW 
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 DD       2 
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Number of Contexts and Percentages of Overt Marking of Modal Auxiliaries across Syntactic Constructions and Age 
Ages (in months) 
  18 19 20 24 27 30 33 36 39 42 45 48 51 
Declaratives               
 CH                   1/1 
100% 
        
 AG             1/1 
100% 
      1/1 
100% 
     






































Questions               
 CH          1/1 
100% 






     
 AG                2/2 
100% 
   2/2 
100% 
     
 CW           5/5 
100% 
         2/2 
100% 
 LA          1/1 
100% 




















Negation               
 CH    1/1 
100% 







     
 AG       1/1 
100% 
   1/1 
100% 




     














   10/10 
100% 
















   
Ellipsis               
 CH                      1/1 
100% 
     
 
 
AG                              
 CW           3/3 
100% 




LA                            
 
 





Summary of Dataset 2 Findings 
 The data showed that initial productions of BE, DO, and modal contexts occurred 
between 19 and 24 months and their early productions were restricted in form (e.g., I’ma/I’m, 
don’t, can’t).  Between 24 and 51 months, children‟s language expanded to include up to seven 
overt forms of BE, up to five overt forms of DO, and up to eight overt forms of modals.  In BE 
and DO contexts, the children also produced zero marked forms yielding percentages of overt 
marking that fluctuated over the developmental period.  In contrast, the variable marking across 
the developmental period that was associated with BE and DO was not shown for modals.  
Instead, from the initial appearances of modal auxiliaries, the children‟s rates of production were 
steady and high with few exceptions.    
 The children‟s emergence of BE was not influenced by succeeding contexts but after 20 
months, rates of overt marking were higher for BE + V-ing than BE + gonna.  Earliest 
appearance and overt marking of BE contexts was shown to be influenced by type of BE form.  
Am and is contexts appeared in children‟s language samples prior to are and was/were contexts.  
From 20 to 51 months, overt marking in am and was/were was nearly obligatory.  In contrast, 
overt marking of is was variable from as early as 30 months and continued to be so throughout 
the developmental period.  In further contrast, the majority of the children categorically zero 
marked all are contexts from the age of 30 months through 51 months.   
Finally, all three auxiliary types appeared first in either declaratives or negatives, and last 
in elliptical constructions.  For BE, between 20 and 51 months, a fluctuating pattern of overt 
marking was shown in declaratives, near categorical zero marking was shown in questions, 





constructions. For DO, there was near-obligatory marking in negative and elliptical constructions 
between 20 and 51 months, and 30 and 51 months, respectively.  In contrast, DO was 
infrequently overtly marked in questions between 24 and 51 months.  For modals, overt marking 
was high and continued to be so from first appearance through 51 months of age.  Thus, syntactic 






CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION 
 This study was motivated by the lack of information available regarding the acquisition 
of the AAE-speaking children‟s auxiliary system.  As discussed in Chapter 2, the information 
that is currently available about AAE-speaking children‟s acquisition of the auxiliary system is 
relatively sparse and the information available on their use of auxiliaries is largely limited to the 
nonmainstream nature of children‟s auxiliary BE production.   The most apparent gaps in the 
AAE child language literature related to information about children‟s earliest auxiliary 
productions, the developmental trajectory from child-to-adult auxiliary production, and 
information about auxiliary types other than BE.  These gaps in the existing literature ultimately 
led to the research questions of this study.   
The remainder of this chapter is divided into five sections.  The first section presents the 
results of the analyses in terms of the research questions.  In the second section, an updated 
version of Table 4 that incorporates the findings of the current study is presented. The purpose of 
this table is to illustrate the gaps in the child AAE literature that have been filled by the current 
study.  In the third section, the current findings are compared to those of previous AAE and 
MAE studies that were reviewed in the second chapter.  Fourth, limitations and areas of future 
research are addressed.  The final section presents research and clinical implications and general 
conclusions from the study. 
Summary of Findings Related to the Research Questions: Dataset 1 
 There were five research questions that were asked for Dataset 1.  These questions were 
aimed at describing the nature of the AAE auxiliary system.  The first research question was, 





showed that on average, each child produced 51 auxiliary contexts and 96% of the samples 
contained at least three contexts of each of the three auxiliary types (e.g., BE, DO, and modals).   
The second research question asked, What personal attributes (e.g., gender, nonverbal cognition) 
and language variables (standardized language scores, number of complete and intelligible 
utterances, articulation skills, MLU, and dialect density) are related to children’s production of 
BE, DO, and modal auxiliary contexts? Analyses showed that the number of C&I utterances and 
MLU were related to the children production of auxiliary contexts and children‟s dialect 
densities were related to their rates of overt marking. This latter finding offers additional insight 
into the relationship between dialect density and children‟s linguistic behaviors.  Recall in 
Chapter 2, it was noted that the findings of past literature have been mixed regarding the 
existence, strength and direction of the relationship between dialect density and various aspects 
of language.  Current results showed a moderate, negative correlation between dialect density 
and percentage of overt marking.  More specifically, the analyses indicated that higher dialect 
densities were associated with lower percentages of overt marking for both BE and DO 
auxiliaries but not for modal auxiliaries.   
 The third question was, How often do 3 ½-year-old AAE-speaking children overtly and 
zero mark BE, DO, and modal contexts?  Results of proportional and percentage data showed 
that as a group, the children marked auxiliary BE contexts at moderate (~55%) rates and 
auxiliary DO and modal contexts at high rates (above 80%).  Analysis of the data by the three 
dialect density groups further showed that in BE contexts, the majority of the children in the low 
dialect group (80%) had high percentages of marking (i.e., above 80%) compared to 42% of the 





the low dialect group had high percentages of marking, compared to 63% of the children in the 
middle dialect group and 36% of the children in the high dialect group.  Finally, in modal 
contexts, 100% of the children in all three dialect groups had percentages of overt marking that 
were above 80%.   
The fourth research question was, What types of marking options are being used in 
auxiliary contexts by 3 ½-year-old children? As a group, the children used mainstream markers, 
nonmainstream markers, and zero markers at least once with all three auxiliary types.  Analysis 
of the data by the three dialect groups showed that in BE contexts, the low and middle dialect 
groups used a mainstream marker option (e.g., is, /’s) most often whereas the high dialect group 
used the zero marker option most often.  In DO and modal contexts, all three dialect groups used 
the mainstream marker option most often.    
 The final question was, Are 3 ½-year-old AAE-speaking children’s overt marking of 
auxiliary contexts influenced by sentential elements within the utterances and utterances’ 
syntactic constructions.  Three analyses were conducted related to this question.  In the first, the 
BE contexts were separated by the succeeding verbal elements (i.e., V-ing, gon/gonna, 
finna/fixing) and in the second analysis, BE contexts were separated by type of BE form (am, is, 
are, was/were).  In the third analysis, BE, DO, and modal contexts were separated by syntactic 
constructions (e.g., declaratives, questions, negatives, and ellipses).   
Results showed that overt marking was influenced by the linguistic variables examined, 
and the extent of a variable‟s influence was related to the children‟s dialect density.  For the low 
dialect group, overt marking was high (≥ 85%) regardless of whether the BE form was followed 





nonmainstream finna/fixing to.  For the middle dialect group, overt marking was moderate (45 – 
60%) regardless of whether the BE form was followed by V-ing or gon/gonna, and there was 
only one production of a BE form that was followed by the nonmainstream finna/fixing to.  For 
the high dialect group, overt marking was low (< 40%) regardless of whether the BE form was 
followed by V-ing or gon/gonna, and lowest for contexts of BE that were followed by 
finna/fixing to.   
For type of BE forms, the low dialect group‟s overt marking was also relatively high (≥ 
70%) for all forms of BE, with am, is, and was/were ranging from 88 – 100%.  For the middle 
dialect group, overt marking was also relatively high (≥ 80%) for am, and was/were but was low 
for are and is (< 45%).  For the high dialect group, overt marking was high for was/were and 
relatively high for am (78%) but overt marking was equally low for are and is (< 35%).   
Table 32 summarizes the findings in terms of the percentages of overt marking for BE in 
the various syntactic constructions.  As shown, the low dialect group produced high percentages 
of overt marking of auxiliary BE in all syntactic constructions.  The middle dialect group 
produced high percentages of overt BE marking in elliptical constructions but low percentages in 
declaratives, and moderate percentages in negatives and questions.  The high dialect group 
produced high percentages of overt BE marking in one construction, ellipses, but low to 
moderate percentages in all other constructions.  These results indicate that the three dialect 
groups do not behave the same way in the various BE constructions with the exception of 
elliptical constructions. 
Table 33 summarizes the findings in terms of the percentages of overt marking for 





three dialect groups produced low percentages of overt DO marking in questions, and high 
percentages of overt DO marking in elliptical and negative constructions.  Thus, in contrast to 
the syntactic constructions of BE, the three dialect groups behave similarly in overt marking of 
DO constructions. 
Table 32   




 Declaratives Questions Ellipsis Negatives 
 High
b 
Mod Low High Mod Low High Mod Low High Mod Low 
DDM
a 
            
Low  +   +   +   +   
Middle   +  +  +    +  
High   +   + +    +  
a
Dialect Density groups.  
b
Percentages between 80% and 100% were classified as high, 
percentages between 60% and 79% were classified as moderate, and percentages less than 60% 
were classified as low. 
 
Table 33   
 




 Declaratives Questions Ellipsis Negatives 
 High
b 
Mod Low High Mod Low High Mod Low High Mod Low 
DDM
a 
            
Low  n/a     + +   +   
Middle n/a     + +   +   
High n/a     + +   +   
a
Dialect Density groups.  
b
Percentages between 80% and 100% were classified as high, 
percentages between 60% and 79% were classified as moderate, and percentages less than 60% 
were classified as low. 
 
Table 34 summarizes the findings in terms of the percentages of overt marking for 
modals in the various syntactic constructions by the three dialect groups.  As shown, all three 













 Declaratives Questions Ellipsis Negatives 
 High
b 
Mod Low High Mod Low High Mod Low High Mod Low 
DDM
a 
            
Low  +   +   +   +   
Middle +   +   +   +   
High +   +   +   +   
a
Dialect Density groups.  
b
Percentages between 80% and 100% were classified as high, 
percentages between 60% and 79% were classified as moderate, and percentages less than 60% 
were classified as low. 
 
Findings of the Study as Related to the Research Questions: Dataset 2 
There were four research questions that were asked for Dataset 2, and each was designed 
to describe the emergence and use of BE, DO, and modal auxiliaries over time and as a function 
of various linguistic constraints.  The first research questions asked, At what age and MLU level 
does the auxiliary system begin to make its appearance in the spontaneous language of AAE-
speaking children and How does age and MLU relate to children’s production and overt 
marking of auxiliary contexts?  Results showed that initial production of BE, DO, and modal 
contexts occurred between 19 and 24 months and between MLUs of 1.4 and 2.5.  Age and MLU 
were related to the children‟s ability to produce auxiliary contexts.  As the children‟s ages and 
MLUs increased, so did their number of auxiliary contexts.  Age was not related to the children‟s 
overt rates of marking of auxiliary contexts.   
The second research question asked, What is the developmental trajectory of BE, DO, 





expand over time as shown in MAE?  Results showed that after a period of no production of 
auxiliary contexts, children‟s first BE, DO, and modal contexts were restricted in use to a limited 
number of forms.  As the children aged, in addition to using their earliest forms, they began 
overtly producing other forms (e.g., uncontracted forms of BE, DO forms other than don’t, 
modal forms other than can, can’t, won’t) as well as unmarked forms in BE and DO contexts.  
By 51 months, the children were producing up to seven overt forms of BE, five overt forms of 
DO, and eight overt modal forms.   
Also, related to the children‟s developmental trajectories, Does overt use increase in a 
linear or nonlinear pattern and Are the developmental trajectories the same across the three 
auxiliary types?  Results showed that overt marking of BE and DO auxiliaries developed in a 
nonlinear pattern whereas the overt marking of modals developed in a linear pattern.  For both 
BE and DO, overt marking started off high (i.e., between 80 and 100% in a limited number of 
contexts) at the earliest ages (i.e., 18 and 19 months).  Beyond 19 months, the number of 
contexts increased and the percentages of overt marking for BE and DO decreased to the 
moderate range of overt marking (i.e., 40 to 60%).  From there, the percentages of BE and DO 
overt marking showed a variable pattern and fluctuated between 40 and 90% through 51 months.   
In contrast, modals developed in a linear pattern.  Like BE and DO, percentages of overt 
marking started off high at the earliest ages but in contrast to BE and DO, overt marking of 
modal contexts remained steady and at high rates as the number of contexts and the children‟s 
ages increased.  Between 19 and 51 months, the percentages of overt marking of modal contexts 
were consistently between 85 and 100% with few exceptions.  Thus, the results showed the 





The developmental courses for BE and DO was associated with variable marking rates whereas 
the developmental course for modals was associated with high, steady overt marking rates.  
The third research question asked, What is the order of emergence for the three auxiliary 
types?  For this question, the data was analyzed using four different criteria of emergence.  The 
order of emergence was not consistent across two or more criteria and of the four criteria, only 
one showed orders of emergence that were consistent across both of the youngest children.  This 
order was DO and modals together and before BE, and the time span between the first 
appearance of DO/modals and BE was short (i.e., one to four months).   
The fourth research question asked, Do the sentential elements that are shown to 
influence the overt marking of adult AAE speakers’ auxiliary contexts also influence AAE-
speaking children at very young age?  Results showed that as early as 20 months, children‟s 
overt marking of BE was influenced by succeeding context and contexts inflected for person, 
number and tense.  Across the developmental period, overt marking was highest in BE + V-ing 
contexts compared to BE + gon/gonna contexts, and highest in am and was/were contexts 
compared to is and are contexts.   
Results also showed that as early as 20 months, children‟s overt marking of BE and DO 
was influenced by syntactic construction.  For example, BE was overtly marked at fluctuating 
rates in declaratives and questions but was overtly marked categorically in elliptical 
constructions.  In negatives, for some children, BE was overtly marked categorically and for 
other children, BE was variably marked.  Across the developmental period, DO was zero marked 
in nearly all questions contexts by all children.  In contrast, DO forms were overtly marked in the 





DO, overt marking did not vary as a function of syntactic construction in modal contexts.  In 
modal contexts, all children overtly marked modals in all four syntactic constructions across the 
developmental period.   
Finally, Are the percentages of overt marking of BE, DO, and modals related to 
underlying syntactic position and obligations for syntactic movement?  Results showed that of 
the negative constructions of the three auxiliary types, modal auxiliaries had the least number of 
zero marked contexts across the five children between 19 and 51 months (i.e., six for modals vs. 
230 for BE and 107 for DO) and the highest percentages of overt marking.  Stated differently, in 
a context when syntactic transformation is clearly evident, the auxiliary type that does not 
involve movement in the underlying phrase structure (i.e., modals) had the highest percentages 
of overt marking compared to the two auxiliary types that involve syntactic transformations in 
the underlying phrase structure (i.e., BE and DO). 
Contributions of the Current Study to Child Language Literature 
 By answering the research questions of this study through the use of both cross-sectional 
and longitudinal data of AAE-speaking children, considerable contributions have been made to 
the child language literature.  To illustrate, Table 35 is presented as a modified version of Table 
4.  Added to the table (in bold) are findings of the current study that fill the gaps in the existing 
child language literature.  As can be seen, the findings of the current study have contributed 
several pieces of new information, particularly about AAE-speaking children‟s acquisition of the 









An Updated Summary of Auxiliary Research Findings on MAE and AAE 
 
Findings of Child MAE Auxiliary Research 
 
Findings of Child AAE Auxiliary Research 
Earliest uses of auxiliaries are between 21 and 24 months (Brown, 1973). 
 
 
Earliest uses of auxiliaries tend to be syntactically unanalyzed (i.e., don’t) 
(Richards, 1990). 
 
The range of auxiliaries is initially very restricted and over time, expands to 
include many forms (Richards, 1990).  The time between the occurrence of 
children‟s first auxiliary form and five different forms was between three 
and six months (Wells, 1979). 
 
Auxiliaries usually emerge in the following order: affirmatives before 
negatives, declaratives before inverted questions, and with main verbs 
before occurring in elliptical constructions (Richards, 1990). 
 
 
Auxiliary production oscillates between presence and absence for 
approximately 2 years; use increases over time in a nonlinear pattern; by 
age three, overt marking rates for contractible BE, DO, and modals are 
above 70% (Brown, 1973; deVilliers & deVilliers, 1972; Richards, 1990; 
Rescorla & Roberts, 2002). 
 
 
Of the three types, modals are the first to be marked at 100% and it has 
been suggested that the lower rates of overt marking in BE and DO are 
related to the syntactic transformations associated with BE and DO 
(Hadley, 1993; Santelmann et al., 2002; Rowland et al., 2005). 
 
 
There is considerable variation of overt production by inflections of BE 
form and pronominal subject with production being near-obligatory for 
neutral subjects (it’s) (Brown, 1973).  Also there is considerable production 
variation by contractibility of BE with uncontractible forms being produced 







Sometime after age four, children produce BE, DO, and modals at 100% 
(Rescorla & Roberts, 2002). 
Initial production of BE, DO, and modal contexts occurred between 19 
and 24 months and between MLUs of 1.4 and 2.5.   
 
High rates of overt marking of BE and DO contexts suggests earliest 
auxiliary uses are syntactically unanalyzed. 
 
The range of auxiliaries is initially very restricted. The number of BE, 
DO, and modal forms used spontaneously increases over time to 
include over five overt forms of BE, DO, and modals by 51 months.   
 
 
DO and Modal auxiliaries are first produced in negative forms before 
affirmative forms; All three types are first produced in auxiliary + 
main verb constructions before elliptical constructions and in 
declaratives before inverted questions. 
 
Overt production of BE and DO auxiliaries oscillate between presence 
and absence through 20 to 51 months; Modals do not as overt marking 
is steady and high across the developmental period.  Overt marking is 
highest for modals and lowest for BE and rates are dependent of 
children’s dialect densities. 
 
In negative constructions (which offered clear evidence of syntactic 
transformation), modals first appear in children’s language before BE 
and DO.  Also, in these contexts, modals are overtly produced at higher 
percentages than BE and DO.   
 
 
There is considerable variation of overt production by inflections of 
BE.  Of all inflections, overt marking is highest, even at the earliest 
ages for am, and was/were, and lowest for are.  Also uncontractible BE 
forms appeared after contractible forms and contexts of uncontractible 
BE were produced less often than contractible forms. 
 
 
Zero marking of auxiliary BE is characteristic of 80% of AAE-speaking 
preschoolers.  Zero marking decreases with age/grade level but older 
children do not overtly mark auxiliary contexts 90% of the time (Craig & 
Washington, 2004). 
 
By 51 months, children produce BE and DO at variable rates and rates 
of marking are dependent on the child’s DDM.  In contrast, all 
children, regardless of DDM, produce modals at rates above 85%. 
 
Between the ages of 20 and 51 months, percentage of marking is 
highest for am and was, and lowest for is and are. Between the ages of 
four and six, percentages of marking for is and are are as low as 27%, and 
percentages of marking for am, was, and were are above 80% (Burns, 2000; 
Garrity, 2007; Wynn & Oetting, 2000). 
 
Children zero mark contexts of is and are before  V-ing, gon/gonna, 
finna/fixing to at variable rates but of the two contexts, overt marking is 
higher in V-ing.   
 
Young children omit BE in contexts where they are obligatory in adult 
AAE (e.g., first person contexts) (Green, 1994) but in other many ways, 
children‟s productions of auxiliaries are connected to specific syntactic 
contexts in ways similar to adult AAE speaker, (Burns, 2000; Garrity, 
2007; Green, 1994; Wynn & Oetting, 2000).  For example, for all three 
auxiliary types, overt production is highest in elliptical constructions 
and for BE and DO, most variable in declarative and questions. 
 
a





Findings as Related to Past AAE Studies 
In addition to filling noteable gaps in the literature, this study also provides both cross-
sectional and longitudinal auxiliary data of young AAE-speaking children that can be compared 
to the auxiliary data of other young children from existing literature.  For instance, the 
percentages of overt marking of BE from the current study can be compared to Garrity‟s (2007) 
sample of 4-year-old AAE-speaking children.  In her study, the average percentage of overt 
marking for BE contexts was 38 (32) for the four-year-olds.  This compares to an average 
percentage of 55 (25) for the 3 ½-year-olds of this study.   
The children in Garrity‟s study can be classified as middle-to-high dialect density 
speakers based on the listener judgment scores that she reported.  When the average percentage 
of BE marking for the current study is separated into the dialect density groups, the percentage of 
BE marking for Garrity‟s four-year-olds fall right in between the percentages of the high and 
middle dialect density groups of the current study which were 38 (SD = 16) and 53 (SD = 24), 
respectively.  Thus, the results of this comparison show consistency across these two studies of 
AAE, and this is the case particularly when speakers who demonstrate similar rates of 
nonmainstream dialect use are compared.   
The analyses that examined the influences of sentential elements on the children‟s overt 
marking of auxiliary BE contexts can also be compared to findings in the existing literature.  The 
analysis of BE + V-ing, BE + gon/gonna, and BE + finna/fixing to was a replication of Green, 
Wyatt and Lopez (2007) and other studies (e.g., Fasold et al., 1987).  In Dataset 1, it was shown 





In Dataset 2, there were no instances of finna/fixing to contexts and overt marking was variable 
in both BE + V-ing and gon/gonna contexts but highest in BE +V-ing contexts.  The findings of 
the current study are consistent with Fasold et al. (1987) which also examined the language of 
African American children and showed variable rates of overt marking in BE + gon/gonna and 
BE + V-ing contexts with higher rates of overt marking in the latter context.   However, the 
current study‟s findings are inconsistent with Green et al. (2007) which showed that three- to 
five-year-old children almost never (less than 4%) overtly marked BE in both V-ing and 
gon/gonna contexts.   
There are two possible explanations for the differences between the current study and the 
study by Green et al. (2007). The first is that the discrepancy may be due to the number of tokens 
used to obtain the results.  In Green et al. (2007), there were limited BE tokens before gon/gonna 
(n = 62), finna (n = 5), and V-ing (n =72).  In contrast, the language samples used in the current 
study yielded considerably more tokens for the analysis: BE before gon/gonna (n = 542), finna 
(n = 21), and V-ing (n = 275).   
A second possible explanation relates to the dialect densities of the speakers.  It is quite 
possible that the children in the Green et al. (2007) study represented a homogeneous group of 
AAE speakers who all had high dialect densities.  If this is the case, it is quite sensible that the 
rates of overt marking for BE are different from those of studies like the current one who used a 
more heterogeneous group of AAE speakers with varying dialect densities. Indeed, when the 
overt marking rates of the high dialect group from the current study is considered, they are less 
different from the rates of Green et al. (2007) compared to the rates of the entire group and the 





 The data of the current study can also be compared to several other AAE studies that 
have examined the overt marking of auxiliary BE contexts as a function of the type of BE form.  
For instance, Table 36 compares the children‟s percentages of overt marking in the current 
study‟s Dataset 1 to different samples of AAE-speaking children in other studies.  Although the 
percentages of marking varied across the studies, each showed marking to be highest in past 
tense was/were contexts, followed in order by first person am, second person is, and third person 
are.  This consistency across studies suggests a robust finding about AAE.   
Table 36 
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is 55 23 47 n/a 81 49 (17) 63 (16) 
are 43 4 41 n/a 62 29 (25) 25 (28) 
am 83 93 89 n/a 94 100 (0) 86 (32) 
was/were 100 n/a n/a 100 95/96 92 (16) 97 (04) 
 
To my knowledge, no other study on child AAE has examined the use and development 
of auxiliary BE, DO, and modal contexts as a function of four syntactic constructions.  Some 
studies have looked at auxiliaries, particularly BE and DO, in questions.  Green et al. (2007) is 
one study to which the findings of the current study can be compared.  In their study of AAE-
speaking children who were between ages of three and five years, it was shown that of the 
questions produced, the BE auxiliary was zero marked in 52% of them.  This compares to an 
average of 39% of the questions zero marked by all of the 3 ½-year-olds in Dataset 1.  Clearly, 





AAE-speaking children, and this is the case even more so when the zero marking rates of BE in 
questions are considered for the individual dialect groups, particularly the high dialect group.  
For the high dialect density group, BE was zero marked in 54% of the questions.  This finding 
adds further credence to the suggestion that the children in the Green et al. (2007) study may be a 
homogeneous group of high dialect density speakers.   
In summary, the findings of the current study and those of other AAE studies in the 
literature are consistent with each other.  When findings across studies differed, much of the 
difference was resolved when the children‟s dialect density was considered.  This underscores 
the importance of considering the dialect density of AAE-speaking children when examining 
various aspects of children‟s morphology and when comparing findings across studies.   
Findings as Related to Past MAE Studies 
The findings of the current study can also be compared to past studies in the MAE 
literature.  For example, the percentages of overt marking of the 3 ½-year-old children of Dataset 
1 can be compared to those from Rescorla and Roberts (2002).  Consider again the marking rates 
of MAE-speaking children reported in their study which were presented in Table 2 and are re-
presented in Table 37.  Also presented in the table are the overt marking rates of the children 
studied here.  When the marking rates of the entire group of 3 ½-year-old children from the 
current study are compared to those of Rescorla and Roberts (2002), what is evident is that at age 
three, the overt marking percentages for two of the three auxiliary types (i.e., DO and modals) 
are comparable across the two dialects but at age four, only modals are comparable across the 
two dialects.  When the overt marking rates of the three dialect density groups are compared to 





auxiliaries at the same rates of Rescorla and Roberts‟ children whereas the middle and high 
groups marked BE and DO at lower rates.   
Table 37   
Comparisons of Overt Marking of Auxiliary Contexts between Current Study and Rescorla and 
Roberts (2002) 
 
     Rescorla & Roberts 
(2002)  Current Study 
 3 ½-year-
olds 













BE 55 (25) 38 (16) 53 (24) 84 (12) 84 (21) 94 (11) 
DO 81 (16) 75 (17) 81 (17) 91 (10) 74 (25) 98 (4) 
Modals 99 (01) 99 (1) 99 (1) 100 (0) 93 (10) 100 (0) 
  
Another study to which the data of the current study can be compared is Hadley (1993).  
Recall that Hadley‟s study used the longitudinal language sample data of seven typically 
developing MAE-speaking children whose ages ranged from 15 to 28 months at the time of their 
first sample.  Both of the two youngest children studied here were within this age range at the 
time of their first sample.  Table 38 presents the MAE-speaking children‟s range for the ages of 
emergence of both affirmative and negative forms of BE, DO, and can and will modals that were 
uncontracted or contracted to a nominal.  Also presented in the table are the ages of emergence 
for the children of the current study. 
The overriding finding of the table is that for both children of the current study, the ages 
of emergence for the majority of the auxiliary types are within the means of the MAE-speaking 
children in Hadley‟s study.  This suggests that components of the auxiliary system emerge 
around the same time across MAE and AAE and this is the case in spite of the two dialects‟ 





The findings of the current study are also consistent with existing MAE literature on other 
aspects of the auxiliary system across the developmental period.  For example, consistent with 
Richards (1990), the current findings showed that the range of forms that were overtly produced 
at the earliest ages were restricted to forms that may be syntactically unanalyzed (e.g., don’t) but 
over time, the range of forms produced expanded.  Consistent with what Brown (1973) and 
Richards (1990) reported, the current study also showed that overt auxiliary production oscillated 
between presence and absence for two years after initial appearance and was still not close 90% 
at a MLU of 4.00.  Other examples of consistency across studies are the findings that 
uncontractible BE auxiliaries appear after and with less frequency than contractible ones and that 
auxiliaries co-occur with main verbs prior to occurring in elliptical constructions and in 
declaratives prior to inverted questions (Balason & Dolloghan, 2002; deVilliers & deVilliers, 
1973; Rescorla & Roberts, 2002; Richards, 1990).    
Table 38 
Comparison of Ages of Emergence for BE, DO and Modals:  Current Study and Hadley (1993) 
 Hadley (1993) Current Study 
Auxiliary type Mean (SD) Range CH AG 
BE 28.21 (5.37) 21.00 – 34.75 33 33 
DO 26.07 (3.36) 21.00 – 34.00 27 36 
can 26.29 (2.45) 23.00 – 34.00 24 30 
will 28.36 (5.39) 21.00 – 34.00 -- 27 
BEn‟t 35.00 (4.32) 22.00 – 33.00 -- -- 
DOn‟t 25.18 (3.90) 19.00 – 29.75 33 33 
can’t 26.64 (3.96) 22.00 – 33.00 19 30 
won’t 39.89 (4.89) 25.00 – 39.00 36 20 
 
Taken together, the findings of these comparisons suggest that the two dialects‟ auxiliary 





differences in percentages of overt marking between MAE-speaking children and AAE-speaking 
children.  This is true particularly of the developmental trajectories as related to the timing of 
emergence, productivity, and the contextual effects of syntactic constructions on emergence and 
use.   From a universal grammar perspective, this is noteworthy because it suggests that despite 
dialect differences that manifest as rates of overt marking, the underlying syntactic structure and 
biological timing mechanism that controls auxiliary growth is similar within these dialects.    
Limitations of the Study and Directions for Future Research 
 Although the results of this study add information to the literature base and corroborate 
some of the findings of previous studies, it was not without methodological limitations.  The first 
noted limitation relates to an inherent shortcoming of language sampling analysis research:  the 
lack of control for types and tokens of auxiliaries and linguistic contexts produced.  Although the 
datasets used in this study yielded a large number of utterances to analyze, utterances of some 
contexts were limited in number.  An example is elliptical contexts.  Of the 2,446 auxiliary 
contexts in Dataset 1, only 4% of them were elliptical.  Likewise of the 1198 auxiliary contexts 
in Dataset 2, only 4% of them were elliptical.  Elliptical contexts can be particularly insightful 
about children‟s auxiliary development because of the advanced linguistic skills associated with 
them (e.g., production of an auxiliary for an auxiliary + verb phrase).   
 Another limitation to the current study was the low number of children in Dataset 2, 
particularly at the youngest data points.  For this study, data of only two children, one boy and 
one girl, were analyzed between the ages of 18 months and 36 months.  Having the data of more 





Until the findings of Dataset 2 are replicated with a larger number of participants, these findings, 
though informative, are suggestive.   
 Another limitation of the current study is its narrow focus on syntactic structure.  The 
analyses of the current study were viewed from a pure syntactic perspective and there were no 
attempts to account for semantic, pragmatic, or phonological influences of auxiliary acquisition.  
Indeed, the most complete description of children‟s acquisition of the auxiliary system would 
combine grammatical analyses with semantic, pragmatic and phonological analyses.  For 
example, the finding of the current study showed that modals had the highest percentages of 
marking whereas percentage of marking was lowest for auxiliary BE.  Moreover, it was 
suggested that the high percentages of modals may be related to modals remaining fixed in their 
base-generated positions and not being involved in [V]-to-[I] movement like auxiliary BE.  
However, it is highly probably that other linguistics factors contribute to the explanation of this 
finding.  For example, it is likely that this finding is also related to the semantic content of 
modals.  A possible semantic explanation could be related to modals not being semantically 
recoverable if they are deleted whereas auxiliaries like BE are semantically recoverable because 
of other morphological morphemes such as /-ing associated with the auxiliary BE type.  The 
syntactic explanation put forth in the current study is confounded by the omission of other 
possible linguistic explanations involving semantics.   
Finally, although this study employed several in-depth analyses including the use of 
descriptive statistics and measures of association, the data of this study did not lend itself to the 
use of advanced statistical methods (e.g., hierarchical linear modeling, growth curve analysis).  





current study was designed to be descriptive in nature and as detailed as possible to serve as a 
foundation for future studies that may employ more advanced statistical procedures.   
Directions for Future Research 
The current study attempts to bring child AAE research in line with MAE developmental 
research by showing AAE as a linguistic system that includes a developmental process.  Future 
research should continue in this direction and can be improved based on the noted limitations of 
the current study.  Based on the previously discussed limitations, four suggestions for future 
research are made. First, to address the issue of limited tokens for some syntactic constructions, 
this line of research may be extended to include semi-structured probes.  This will ensure the 
adequate data for all of the dependent variables of interest. Second, future research should also 
expand upon the longitudinal portion of this study by utilizing the data of more children.  Studies 
using more children with language sample data at the youngest ages will provide a test for the 
accuracy of the findings of the current study as well as improve the external validity of the 
findings.   
Third, in addition to using longitudinal data that includes semi-structured probes, further 
studies could couple syntactic analyses with semantic, pragmatic and phonological analyses to 
yield the most complete, in-depth description of the acquisition and use of the auxiliary system. 
Given the role of culture and community in AAE-speaking children‟s language, future studies 
may also explore the role of parental linguistic input and linguistic networks in children‟s 
language acquisition.  This will be important for data such as those in Dataset 2 where it was 
unclear from the literature how and at which age it is appropriate to classify young speakers‟ 





as a means of exploring the influence of parental dialect density and culture on a children‟s 
developing linguistic system at the earliest ages.   
Related to the issue of exploring semantic, pragmatic and phonological analyses, future 
studies should also record data on the surrounding contexts of the language sample.  Contextual 
information will allow for the exploration of auxiliary production as a function of differences in 
activities (e.g., doll play compared to play with cars), genres (e.g., story retelling compared to 
conversation), and conversational partners (e.g., peer compared to adult).  Fourth, although the 
current study revealed much information about the developing auxiliary system in child AAE, 
future studies may choose to subject data to advanced modeling statistical procedures following 
Rispoli et al. (2009) to yield other pieces of information that are relevant to the process of change 
over time.   
Finally, during the course of this study, the methodological analyses employed also 
revealed directions and implications for future research.  For example, the analyses of Dataset 2 
used four different criteria of emergence to outline stages of acquisition of the auxiliary system.  
This process revealed differences in ages of emergence and order of emergence derived from the 
four different criteria.  As previously discussed, the differences seen in ages of emergence and 
order of emergence relates to the various criteria measuring different aspects of acquisition. 
Rather than making a judgment regarding which criteria was the most accurate measure of 
emergence and being limited to one measure of emergence, the current study coupled the 
information yielded from all four criteria to describe a comprehensive view of the emergence of 
the auxiliary system.  In addition to this process being insightful, the current study‟s analyses of 





scholarly conversations about what constitutes and most accurately defines emergence. Until this 
becomes clear, future research should consider coupling multiple criteria of emergence together 
so as to not over- or under-estimate children‟s early linguistic skills. This type of work and 
dialogue will be vital to clear descriptions of language acquisition.   
Research Implications 
 The findings implicate that studying auxiliaries yield a large amount of information about 
young children‟s linguistic systems and may have diagnostic value based on the development 
aspects identified in the current study.  In the past, claims have been made that language patterns 
which contrast between AAE and MAE should not be considered when making diagnostic 
descisions (Seymour, Bland-Stewart, & Green, 1998).  Moreover, the auxiliary systems of MAE 
and AAE have historically been viewed as being drastically different.  The findings of the 
current study, specifically through the contributions of the longitudinal dataset, revealed that the 
auxiliary systems of MAE and AAE are more alike than they are different.    
The results of this study also illuminate the heterogeneity of language use in speakers of 
AAE.  In the current study, speakers were classified into dialect density groups according to their 
rate of nonmainstream dialect use.  In doing this, important differences were shown for the three 
groups of speakers.  This finding underscores the need for researchers to classify the 
nonmainstream dialect use of the study‟s participants.  This can be done as it was in the current 
study (i.e., percentages of utterances containing one or more nonmainstream patterns) or through 
other methods of quantifying and classifying nonmainstream dialect use as detailed in the 
literature (Oetting & McDonald, 2001).  Using dialect density as a descriptor variable (i.e., an 





eventually lead to the conceptualization of a model that predicts language behaviors of speakers 
of various dialect densities. If researchers employ the use of dialect density as a tool (or as an 
independent variable) for exploring the role of nonmainstream dialect use on other linguistic 
systems, they can begin to ask questions about if, and to what extent, a child‟s dialect density 
correlates with other measures of language acquisition.   
 Finally, in showing that AAE speakers are a heterogeneous group that is comprised of 
speakers with low, middle, and high dialect densities, the findings of the current study support 
the inclusion of low density AAE-speaking children in the studies of MAE.  Recall in Chapter 1, 
it was noted that AAE-speaking children have historically been excluded from research studies 
because of their use of nonmainstream dialect patterns.  The concern was that AAE-speaking 
children‟s language use was so different from their same-age, MAE-speaking peers that it would 
confound the study.  However, the current study showed that within a sample of AAE child 
speakers, approximately 20% (i.e., 10 of 48) presented a low dialect density (i.e., <10%) and 
these children‟s use of BE, DO, and modals was consistent with same-age MAE speakers.  Given 
this, researchers should seek to include AAE-speaking children who present with low dialect 
densities (i.e., <10%) in studies of MAE.   
Clinical Implications 
 Clinicians should be able to use the findings of the current study to better understand the 
linguistic systems of the AAE-speaking children that they serve.  This information will be 
helpful in diagnostic endeavors as it provides clinicians with general age expectations, stages of 
development, and percentages of marking relative to the amount of nonmainstream dialect 





grammar lists that are typically included in textbooks, diagnostic references and materials.  As 
previously discussed, AAE lists of grammatical features typically include zero marking of BE, 
DO, and modals, I’ma, subject-verb disagreement with auxiliary BE or DO forms, ain’t for BE 
or DO, and double modals.  As noted by Green (in press) a shortcoming of these sorts of lists is 
that the mere appearance of a feature on the list does not provide important information about the 
frequency of it use or how use varies as a function of age/development, linguistic environment, 
and children‟s dialect densities.  Also, grammar lists do not provide information about how 
components of a system can differ.  In the case of the auxiliary system, grammar lists are silent 
about the linguistic behaviors of BE and DO being most alike and modal auxiliaries being less 
variable than the other auxiliary types of the system. 
The comprehensive approach of the current study provides information beyond the 
presence or absence of a particular feature.  Considering the zero marking of BE, DO, and 
modals feature, for example, the findings of the current study demonstrated that zero marking is 
most common in BE and is used most often by speakers with high dialect densities.  Also, within 
BE contexts and between the ages of 20 and 51 months, zero marking is most common in 
declarative and question constructions, in present tense utterances that have second and third 
person subjects, and in contexts in which BE is preceded by finna/fixing to followed by 
gon/gonna.  For each of the auxiliary-based features listed in the AAE grammar lists, this level 
of specificity regarding use can be provided based on the findings of the current study.  This type 
of information should be used to supplement the reference lists of features that are readily 
available in textbooks and diagnostic materials.  This added information will be helpful in 





The findings of this study provide clinicians with normative information that can be used 
in diagnostic decision-making, aside from the commonly used measure of percentage of overt 
marking, about typical versus atypical development.  The findings of this study identified several 
aspects of the auxiliary system that aligned with maturation and developed over time and with 
increasing age.  This includes number of auxiliary contexts and number of different forms of BE, 
DO, and modals.  Perhaps these aspects of the auxiliary system rather than percentage of overt 
marking, particularly for BE and DO may be a more appropriate developmental diagnostic 
measure for children who speak AAE and other nonmainstream dialects that have variable 
production of auxiliaries.  If a clinician chooses to include percentages of overt marking as a 
diagnostic measure, perhaps the most insightful ones would be those that were shown to be 
categorically marked by the typically developing speakers in this study by the age of 51 months: 
BE in elliptical constructions, DO in negative and elliptical constructions, and modals in 
declaratives, negatives, questions and elliptical constructions.   
The findings of the current study can also be used to guide clinicians‟ diagnostic 
decisions.  Clinicians can use the study‟s findings of AAE-speaking typically developing 
children as a reference point for language-impaired AAE-speaking children.  For example, based 
on the findings of the current study, if children who are suspected to have language impairments 
show low production of auxiliaries across types and syntactic construction, or no proliferation of 
auxiliary forms over time, a justified referral may be warranted.   
Conclusions 
In summary, the acquisition of the auxiliary system of AAE-speaking children was 





published reports of AAE-speaking children, AAE-speaking adults and MAE-speaking children.  
Together the findings showed that young AAE-speaking children‟s use of auxiliaries is 
consistent with what has been documented in the literature for adult speakers of AAE in the 
amount and nature of overt marking.  However, the children‟s dialect density influenced the 
degree to which the children‟s use of auxiliary matched that of the adult AAE literature.  
Nonetheless, AAE-speaking children‟s auxiliaries emerged at the same ages and in the same 
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